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The story so far...

Books One to Five
Theo’s first journey in the Nine Worlds ended in tragedy. Betrayed by Vistgil, the mentor who first taught him how to survive in the Nine, he barely escaped an attack by a terrifyingly powerful demon after his friends sacrificed themselves to hold it at bay. When Theo died soon afterwards, he awoke in a hospital bed back on Earth, with no trace remaining of his magical Stronghold-tier soulhome and its powers.
Forty years later, Theo once again finds his way to the Nine Worlds, reborn as a young man in the peaceful agrarian world of Tatian. As other travelers tumble through the cracks between worlds, he meets a shy Ichili woman named Fiyu and Navim, a Mundhin stoneshaper from the arid world of Arbai. After proving themselves in combat, Theo and his companions are invited to the city of Myufuru to be trained as soulcrafters. Fiyu and Theo are mentored by a young Tatian woman named Nauda, a strong fighter with unusual binding and warding techniques.
During a training bout, one of Nauda’s other students uses a powerful Archcrafter-tier armament against Navim, but he loses control and a blast from the staff shatters the Mundhin’s rocky body. None of the local healers can help, so Theo and his friends rush to carry Navim to his home world. As they arrive in Arbai, however, they are ambushed by mercenaries while a rival Earth-born student, Magnafor, seals the gate to Tatian. Stranded in the Arbai desert, Theo and his allies press on to Navim’s school and leave him in the care of the Arbaian healers.
Theo strikes a deal with the school’s master, a fourth-tier Authority with the ability to use weirkeys, to return them to Myufuru. They arrive to find the training village overrun by demons, and they witness Theo’s rival breaking into the giant tree housing the vault of sublime materials… just in time to watch the entire tree twist in on itself and snap out of existence entirely.
In the aftermath, powerful Tatian soulcrafters begin to search Myufuru for interlopers from outside the Nine Worlds, so Nauda invites Theo and Fiyu to journey towards her home in the north. When they arrive in the city of Nlukoko, Nauda outlines a plan to venture into the wilderness beyond to reach a gate to the world of Fithe.
As he researches the mythical Artifacts of Elghiera in Nlukoko’s library, Theo is interrupted by another demon attack. During the battle, he rescues an unusual imp-like being who calls herself Senka and promptly attaches herself to his leg, complaining that a “big mean fumpet” is looking for her. Searchers soon arrive to meet with the Lord of Nlukoko, so Nauda suggests that they lay low by slipping through the city’s gate to the world of Deuxan.
Theo visits a local establishment in the nearby city of Anguedan to gather information, and is shocked to discover that a century has elapsed in the Nine since his previous life. He returns to find that Fiyu has unwittingly insulted a young member of the local ruling family, who promptly challenges her to a duel. Unsatisfied by the result, the group’s leader, Esaire ai Armaeu, forces another duel which Nauda wins at the cost of a broken arm.
Nauda decides to skip paying for a healer by instead ascending to Archcrafter, reinforcing her body and unlocking space to build another floor in her soulhome. However, they still lack the money to buy a sleigh to travel to Fithe, so they decide to remain in Anguedan until the upcoming annual rainhorn hunt. In the meantime, Theo attempts to look up the family of his old ally Brigana ai Teraeves in the court library, but finds no mention of them.
When the rainhorn hunt begins, Theo, Nauda and Fiyu find they can hunt the beasts effectively by combining Nauda’s strength, Theo’s gravitational powers, and Fiyu’s stealth. However, they are drawn into a grudge match with Esaire and his allies, and they are forced to flee back to Tatian by stealing one of the Armeau family’s sleighs. The Armeaus chase them into the north of Tatian, trapping them in a cave after both parties are ambushed by an enormous sublime beast called an eryo. Esaire is wounded and the Deuxans are defeated, but Theo is forced to ascend to Archcrafter earlier than planned in order to slay the eryo.
As they depart for Fithe, Nauda shows them something unexpected: an enormous cliff running around the entire planet, separating the lush verdant half of Tatian from a blackened wasteland on the other side. Meanwhile, Esaire is chastised by his grandfather Arceon for allowing the vendetta to get out of hand, but upon hearing that Theo was searching for the ai Teraeves family, the elder Armeau abruptly decides that they need to travel to Fithe.
Theo, Fiyu, and Nauda arrive in the hub city of Norro Yorthin, accompanied (unwillingly in Theo’s case) by Senka. As independent soulcrafters, they are unable to gain well-paying work or passage through the city’s gates to Ichil or Arbai, so they set out to ally with one of the city’s great Houses.
House Crimson is influential and powerful, led by a Stronghold and multiple Authorities, but Theo’s group is put off by Tythes, the irreverent and unpredictable heir of the family. After counting out the House of the Lost (too risky) and the House of Coin (too canny), they eventually join House Blacksilver, an outsider-friendly organization with a good reputation for public works. Theo sets himself and his allies a target: to earn invitations to an expedition to the Chasm of Lamentations, a dangerous region rich in sublime materials and artifacts.
While providing security during negotiations between Blacksilver officials and House Crimson, Theo is spotted and confronted by Arceon, the head of the Armeau family. To Theo’s surprise, Arceon interrogates him about his search for the ai Teraeves family before being interrupted by Tythes and their House of Coin hosts. Before Theo can escape, Esaire claims a blood vendetta and publicly challenges him to a duel. Theo is forced to accept, but negotiates a six-month delay to allow him to prepare.
Theo’s preparations are interrupted when Fiyu is given a chance to travel through the gate to her home world of Ichil. Theo and Nauda accompany her into the dangerous sunless world, and they reach a Biolumin Relay which allows Fiyu to leave a message for her elder relative. On the return journey, however, Fiyu is badly injured and realizes that she will remain vulnerable if she continues to delay her first ascension.
Theo finally fills all of his soulhome’s technique chambers, granting him access to a technique he has bent his entire soulhome towards: manifesting his singularity as a miniature black hole, consuming matter and cantae alike. Fiyu purchases a Chasm Invitation and Theo manages to win another from from House Teal, but is immediately attacked by a group of mercenaries hired by Esaire. Theo and Nauda lose ground rapidly in the ensuing fight, and Fiyu rushes to ascend to Archcrafter mid-fight so she can defend her allies.
On the day of the duel, Tythes wagers a Chasm Invitation that Theo will lose, and Nauda accepts the bet. When the duel begins, Theo is hounded around the arena by Esaire’s superior Ruler-tier speed and cantae. Wounded and desperate, Theo tries to form one singularity after another, scattering them into the corners as he is forced to dodge… until he uses his new wormhole technique to pull the partially-formed black holes together. Esaire’s soulhome cracks under the pressure, and Theo spares his life once the victory is clear.
In the aftermath, Theo learns that the entire ai Teraeves family and several others were destroyed a decade after his own death, and even mentioning the family name has become forbidden on Deuxan. Meanwhile, Nauda collects her Chasm Invitation from Tythes, who rages at her publicly, but later confides to his aunt Gethyrue that the three young soulcrafters might be just the people he has been looking for.
With the Armeau family retreating to Deuxan in disgrace, Theo and his allies make a trip through Norro Yorthin’s gate to the verdant world of Aathal and harvest many sublime materials from the hostile plant life there, as well as trading with the tree-like native Aathali. Theo tries to train Senka to be more cooperative, but she only shows frustratingly brief flashes of lucidity amid her usual antics.
Theo tries again to persuade Nauda to build a shielding wall in her soulhome, but her heart is set on ascending to the Ruler tier first. The trio travels next to Arbai, where Theo finally meets with the master of Navim’s school to share his knowledge of worlds outside the Nine in exchange for his earlier assistance. As they prepare to depart, they receive some welcome news: Navim will accompany them on a scholarly expedition to Norro Yorthin.
Back in Fithe, House Blacksilver’s Authorities request assistance with securing a rare sublime material. Their caution is well-founded: before they can harvest the dewfossil, they are attacked by the Asplundat Movement, an aggressive force hailing from outside the Ruling Cities. With an unexpected intervention from Tythes involving an exploding wineskin, Blacksilver manages to fend off the assault long enough to complete their mission.
With Theo, Nauda, and Fiyu having proven themselves in the battle, the Blacksilver Authorities share more information about the Chasm expedition: in addition to the Asplundat Movement, other forces from within and outside the Norron continent will vie to secure an ancient armament known as the Scepter of Separation. With such fierce competition, the group hastens their preparations: Nauda ascends to Ruler, Theo finishes his shielding wall, and Fiyu journeys to Ichil to purchase materials for her planned Corporeal Floor on her second tier.
When the expedition finally begins, Theo uses his previous experience to guide his allies away from the main battles and finds an alternative route, close to the lethal river running through the center of the Chasm. However, his careful planning is disturbed by a familiar source of frustration: Senka has somehow followed them, despite the supposed impossibility of entering the Chasm without an Invitation plate.
The group travels safely down the river and reaches the ruins deeper in the Chasm. Despite an uncharacteristic display of apprehension from Senka, Theo guides them to his intended target: an island in the middle of the river with an intact locked building. As they approach, however, they are attacked by an Authority from a rival House until the arrival of Tythes results in him being slapped with several fish and then kicked off the island.
In return for saving their lives, Tythes magnanimously offers them the chance to repay the debt by spending a week trying to open the building’s enchanted lock so he can plunder its contents. The tension increases when Fiyu awkwardly approaches first Theo then Nauda to broach the subject of potentially becoming lifemates. Nauda is almost glad when the building is ripped off the island as Tythes fights off the returning rival Authority.
Freed by Tythes’s disappearance, the others creep down the Chasm to the main section of the ancient ruins, and discover their Blacksilver allies encamped on the outskirts watching a pitched battle over a sealed vault. When they include Theo in their farseeing technique, he realizes with dread that the vault is guarded by Vistgil, his former mentor turned nemesis. As they watch, the leader of Norro Yorthin’s House of the Lost breaks the vault’s door, but does not enter; moments later, the ruin collapses in on itself and vanishes.
Theo decides to make use of the distraction to sneak into the waterfall region of the Chasm to search for the Scepter of Separation. When they discover that Asplundat soulcrafters are already combing the area, Nauda goes to parley while Theo ascends to Ruler to give them an edge. After winning that battle, Nauda spots the Scepter, but cannot retrieve it before a pitched battle breaks out between enemy Authorities. As the waves of raw cantae rush over her, she watches helplessly as her soulhome buckles under the pressure and collapses into ruins. Theo and Fiyu survive thanks to their shielding walls, but are nearly knocked into the Chasm before the Scepter lands in Senka’s hands and she calmly uses it to dispatch their assailant.
For an agonizingly short time, Senka is fully lucid as she explains how her mangled soulhome and unstable mind are a result of a catastrophic event involving Vistgil centuries ago. She identifies him as part of a shadowy conspiracy to manipulate the Nine Worlds using the fragmentary worlds that exist around it, especially the five rivers that flow through them. Before she can continue, however, they are attacked by the returning rival Authority, and Senka shatters the Scepter as she uses it to hurl both him and herself into the Chasm.
The explosion attracts the attention of Vistgil, but Fiyu’s stealth technique is sufficient to veil them long enough for the leader of the House Of The Lost to return and distract him. With Nauda crippled and Senka seemingly lost, the three friends retreat from the Chasm back to Fithan soil. House Blacksilver rewards them with powerful tools and materials, as well as promising to help Nauda rebuild her shattered soulhome. Fiyu is distraught at her friend’s plight, while Theo’s thoughts linger on the calmness in the bright golden eyes of his former mentor.
On Ichil, Fiyu’s relative finally receives her message via the Biolumin network. His joy at hearing her voice is tempered by the content of the message, her distorted words implying that she is being held in Norro Yorthin and controlled by outsiders. Guchiro grimly draws his weirkey and goes to find his ward.
As tensions rise across the Norron continent, Theo is loaned out to allied Ruling Cities to help repel attacks from both the Asplundat Movement and water Fithans. Limited by her soulhome damage, Nauda instead patrols the villages near Norro Yorthin to defend against raiders. Afterwards, she returns to her rehabilitation, salvaging what she can from the molten ruin of her former soulhome, but is dismayed to discover the blue glow of a growing bondsfungi infestation. As she works with a Blacksilver specialist to clear it, she is accosted by cultists from the Order of the Deepest Blue, who mistake her for an outsider from the Nine Worlds. Her humiliation is deepened when she is unwillingly rescued by Tythes, who grandly carries her off before unsuccessfully attempting to inveigle her into his schemes against his father.
Theo visits an auction house as he widens his search for sublime materials, and is approached by Kathina, a Ruler from the House of Coin who he’d briefly met previously. He rebuffs her attempts to recruit him, but they agree to maintain business ties before being distracted by a ludicrous bid being yelled out on the auction floor. Theo is disturbed as he recognizes a fellow outsider from Earth, shaking his head in disbelief as he learns that the young man has adopted the name “Raythe Darkblade”. Remembering his experience with Magnafor on Tatian, Theo resolves to stay away for fear of attracting Vistgil’s attention.
Nauda is troubled by continuing reports of raiding by wild tribes, and meets with Kathina to share information. She learns that House Crimson is secretly manipulating the raiders, and persuades House Blacksilver to investigate. Since Nauda is still too weak to fight, Theo is sent along with Dhan, one of the three Blacksilver Authorities, and they observe Crimson forces subduing and capturing soulcrafters from the wild tribes amidst a squabble between Tythes and Roker, his House Crimson rival.
Back at the Blacksilver compound, Nauda despairs as the bondsfungi persist despite her attempts to purge them from her soul. Prompted by Fiyu’s descriptions of her troubles, Navim nudges Theo into offering Nauda more support, and together they design a new blueprint based on a towering statue representing Nauda’s entire body.
When the Houses of Norro Yorthin amass an army to suppress the growing threat from the wild tribes, the battle quickly spirals into chaos. Roker attempts to murder Tythes but is thwarted by Gethyrue, who is severely injured in the process. Fiyu’s relative Guchiro arrives and signals to her to join him, but he mistakes her Blacksilver allies for captors and attacks them. Tythes confronts his father Wiltur, who unexpectedly sunders a weirkey and scatters both armies between worlds.
Nauda awakens alone on the insectoid-dominated world of Slest, and survives by stealing honey from a colony of giant yet peaceful beetles. Fiyu joins forces with House Crimson soulcrafters to defend Gethyrue as she heals. Theo is joined by Kathina and soon discovers that he can understand the pheromone-based Slescan language. After some violent misunderstandings, he succeeds in communicating with a humanoid Slescan scout, Krikree.
Nauda’s luck turns from bad to worse as she is accosted once again by Tythes. He persuades her to help him infiltrate one of two warring insectoid hives, but they are forced to retreat by the hive queen’s consort. Fiyu widens her sensory technique to search for her allies, but discovers she is separated from them by a no man’s land between opposing armies. Theo and Kathina form an uneasy truce with wild tribesmen to raid a myrm pit, and Krikree proves herself a useful ally when she defends Theo as the tribesmen attempt an ambush.
Tythes hatches a new plan and sends Nauda to steal an egg from a royal convoy. As she beats a headlong retreat, Fiyu and Gethyrue rush to join her, and the tribesmen escort the group to the Crimson camp. Nauda is gravely wounded as she defends Fiyu from the inevitable ambush, and Fiyu desperately whistles for help. Theo responds to the call and persuades Krikree to ascend to Ruler to aid with crossing the battlefield. With the help of Gethyrue and a nearby beetle mound’s healing honey, Nauda is able to recover.
Reunited once more, the group attempts to retreat but are intercepted by Tythes and Yeshir, the queen of the second warring hive. She is grateful for the return of the egg that Tythes tricked Nauda into stealing, but demands that they help her to defeat the queen of the rival hive. Guchiro arrives and Fiyu persuades him to fight alongside her allies. As the battle unfolds, Nauda fights desperately to protect the beetle mound from being overrun, her newly-mastered bondsfungi allowing her to survive calamitous injuries.
In the aftermath, Guchiro returns Tythes and Gethyrue to Norro Yorthin before departing for Ichil with Fiyu. Nauda decides to remain in Slest to continue healing and rebuilding her soulhome, while Theo and Krikree return to House Blacksilver amidst rumors of impending war.
Book Six: Bloodcrete
Theo escorts a merchant ship sailing the Arbaian sand seas, while Fiyu and Guchiro harvest sublime materials from the Shadowlands of Ichil. Nauda scouts the borders of Queen Yeshir’s colony on Slest, and is inducted into her royal guard as a reward for finding a rare cache of sublime honey. As she works with her beetle allies to cultivate the royal beehive, she is interrupted by Tythes, who abruptly hands her a sublime compass and tells her to search for a Slescan weirkey before an impending conflict breaks out on Fithe.
Theo returns to Norro Yorthin and collects Krikree from the farm where she’d been working while he traveled. As he resumes teaching her about other worlds, he introduces her to Navim, whose rocky nature initially befuddles the Slescan until he stoneshapes a new pickaxe for her. Dhan asks Theo to investigate rumors that the rival continent of Tymetron has placed a demonic artifact in the Dustwind Plateaus, a sparsely-populated neutral region lying between the Ruling Cities and the Asplundat Movement.
Fiyu and Guchiro finish collecting shadowminds in Ichil and move on to Siata, where they trade for materials and hunt for sublime beasts in the colorful islands of light scattered amid the stormy darkness of the rest of the world. Nauda leads a scouting mission to an abandoned Slescan termite city and uses her nascent healing skills to win the trust of the local beetle colony.
When demons attack a farm in the plateaus, Theo narrowly avoids striking the returning Senka as she unexpectedly rushes out of the dust storm. As Theo struggles to persuade Krikree that the impish being is an ally and should not be eaten, Senka eventually emerges briefly from her cursed state. She tells Theo that she needs to travel with him to Noven to find the next of the five rivers that can cure her.
Fiyu finds the final materials she needs to complete her Corporeal Floor, and Guchiro returns to Ichil with her to prepare for the unique ascension. Her physical and spiritual forms merge, strengthening her body and making her cantae techniques an inseparable part of her being.
Theo fails to locate the demonic artifact, so he changes tack and instead investigates the Asplundat Movement’s activities in the Plateaus. He spies on a convoy transporting bloodcrete, a dangerous material that fatally expends a soulcrafter’s cantae in return for explosive power, but is recognized by an Asplundat Ruler named Homez who he’d previously encountered in the Chasm of Lamentations. After a brief battle that demonstrates the dangers of bloodcrete, Homez and Theo parlay and agree to share any information they uncover about the demon incursions.
Nauda and her Slescan allies battle a giant horned aciddevil, and are rewarded with the prize she had been searching for: a Slescan weirkey. Her sublime compass also leads her to an abandoned gate between worlds which leads to an unfamiliar location in Fithe. She returns to House Blacksilver, and Dhan discovers that the gate leads to the Gold Wastes, a small island nation near the continent of Tymetron. Theo is sent through the gate to gather intelligence while Nauda returns to Tatian to continue rebuilding her soulhome.
Fiyu and Guchiro travel to the Depths Fithan city of Nondol in search of materials for her Ruler floor. Guchiro meets with the city’s leader, a Stronghold named Heshfer, but is unable to recruit his assistance because the city is threatened by a sublime beast of unfathomable power.
Theo visits the city of Eltario and earns some information by sparring with local soulcrafters. He discovers that the empire of Tymetron is led by Plutalgion, a soulcrafter beyond Dominion with an affinity for demonic materials, and that Tymetron’s expansion is only kept in check by Giatrice, the equally-powerful leader of the Gold Wastes.
Fiyu returns to House Blacksilver to find it in chaos, with the city preparing for war with the Asplundat Movement. She travels with Guchiro and Krikree to the Dustwind Plateaus, and a tense negotiation begins between the opposing factions. The Order Of The Deepest Blue accuses Raythe Darkblade of being responsible for attracting the demons, and a skirmish breaks out when he escapes amid the arrival of a demonic horde. Theo and Dhan arrive to help stabilize the situation and an uneasy truce begins.
Theo is abducted by the House Of The Lost and taken to their home dimension to be interrogated. They confirm that unlike Vistgil’s other pawns, Theo’s link to Earth has been broken, and his body and soul are now fully rooted in the Nine Worlds. He learns that the Lost have been fighting Vistgil ever since he invaded and sundered their world, and that only four other humans known as the Siblings have ever managed to escape Vistgil’s control. Theo’s offer of an alliance is rejected, but the Lost deliver him back to Fithe along with a gift of sublime materials and a Noveni weirkey.
The truce inevitably breaks, and a full-scale battle begins with the Asplundat Movement making full use of their bloodcrete in a giant golem. House Blacksilver takes a defensive position protecting a local farm, and Guchiro detects the demonic artifact as it begins to work more intensely. He sets off with Fiyu to capture it while Theo works with Homez to fend off the Order cultists, but their path is blocked by a titan-class demon until Nauda arrives atop a giant Tatian acorn and destroys it with Slescan termite acid.
The battle worsens when six titans sacrifice themselves to summon a fourth-tier humanoid demon, the same kind that had killed all of Theo’s allies at the end of his first life in the Nine. All three of the battling Strongholds join forces to destroy it, and Guchiro uses the brief lull in the fighting to reveal the demonic artifact. The subsequent negotiations are derailed when a Deuxan fleshmasker assassinates the Asplundat representative and the Order cultists abscond with the artifact.
Nauda, Theo, and Fiyu split up to search the battlefield and recover the artifact. Nauda finds it, but loses it to Homez in the ensuing fight. She pleads with him to destroy it, but he leaves to deliver it to the Asplundat Movement. Fiyu and Guchiro encounter and defeat the remaining Order cultists. Theo defends the Blacksilver lines, but is attacked by a fleshmasker Authority who severs Krikree’s arm before being defeated.
Tythes disrupts his father’s plans by attacking the fleshmasker army with an invading force of Slescan ants, and the battle turns when the Asplundat Movement’s bloodcrete golem is destroyed and Wiltur annihilates the remaining fleshmaskers. Nauda uses her healing honey to stabilize Krikree and reattach her arm, and the battle ends when Dhan ascends to Stronghold and the Asplundat Movement retreats.
In the aftermath, Nauda meets with Homez, who confides that the demonic artifact was mysteriously damaged beyond repair before being claimed by the Asplundat Movement. She runs into Tythes as she returns, and he confirms that the fleshmaskers were loaned to Wiltur by an influential inter-world organization aiming to condense the Norron continent into a single power under House Crimson. Nauda rejects Tythes’s offer of an alliance and returns to her allies to prepare for their trip to Noven.




Chapter 1

Theo flinched when the light of nine suns hit his eyes. Not because of the light itself, but because of the memories that came with it.
For so long, he'd been focused on returning to Noven to acquire the materials he needed to ascend, not thinking about how he'd died here. All his friends had been killed by the demon in the Cleansed Lands, but Vistgil had finished him on a sunny platform much like the one he stood on. Theo managed to swallow his reaction and push it behind him, but it took more effort than he had expected.
They stood on the severed top of a mountain, like so many peaks in Noven. He remembered these mountains from his first life, so he spent more time looking at the suns than the environment. The brightest blue sun shone directly overhead with two white suns nearby, washing out its color. Several other suns burned red just above nearby mountains, giving certain angles a bloody gold cast. This was actually one of the darker time periods of the Noveni cycle, though he couldn't remember what it was called.
"Are you alright, Fiyu?" Nauda asked. The others stood in a tight knot near the center of the peak, and Nauda shifted closer to Fiyu as if she wanted to protect the other woman from the light. Senka sat silently and Guchiro was a shadow even amidst all the light.
"It is okay, Nauda. I am prepared." Fiyu frowned up at all the suns as if to register her disapproval. "There are always this many?"
"They rise and set like any suns," Guchiro answered before Theo could. "They follow complex cycles that I have not memorized. There is rarely any true night here."
"Oh dear... but it is fine. I am unharmed."
While they spoke, Theo continued scanning the mountain peaks around them. Noveni peaks could be unnaturally high and sharp, just like he remembered. He spotted little glints of light moving around some of the sheer cliffs and hoped they meant his goal was within reach.
"Is this the place?" Nauda walked up beside him to examine the same mountains. "Are you finally going to tell us about these sublime materials that are so important?"
"I will unless we're being monitored. Guchiro?" Theo glanced toward the older Ichili and waited for his nod before continuing. "Alright, no more secrets. If this goes well, we can all acquire an extremely useful material for our ascensions."
The others moved closer so he didn't need to speak in a loud voice, except for Senka, who wandered randomly about the edge of the peak. Perhaps she was indulging in her cursed side to build up stamina for later. In any case, she didn't need to know any details, so Theo ignored her and gathered his thoughts.
"We have several goals in Noven," he said, "but my first is a sublime material that I failed to use properly in my first life. They're called lighteggs, and they're relatively unknown. Because they don't put off much cantae, they're not generally used in soulhomes, and they're too dense to carve. The secret is that during an ascension, they can be broken apart to permanently strengthen a soulhome."
"The specific material is unfamiliar to me," Guchiro said, "but I know the principle. What benefit does this breaking process offer?"
"If lighteggs are properly scattered, their power soaks into the foundation of a soulhome. Allegedly this can help the creation of a basement, but I was still waiting to use it properly when I... in my last soulhome."
"And we can locate them here?" Fiyu was right on her relative's coattails, apparently examining the surrounding regions with her senses. "There are many spaces within the mountains, so they could be difficult to find."
"Lighteggs may not be real eggs, but they're created by sublime beasts. They used to live in this region and I think I see some, so let's go." Theo gestured for the group to follow him back to the sleigh. It had been the last member of their party, in a sense, but Guchiro had easily been able to include it in his weirkey travel.
After so long walking scattered paths, Theo felt a little nostalgic as they all climbed back into the sleigh. Its original silver Deuxan paint would have matched the brilliant Noveni landscape rather well. The deep red paint job had fit in on Fithe, but seemed to absorb the Noveni light and glow crimson. Theo hopped into the driver's seat and waited for the others to join him. It seemed like Nauda had intended to move with Fiyu, but she ended up in the middle because Fiyu stuck close to her relative in the back.
That left only Senka, who skipped closer and whacked directly into the side of the sleigh. Theo sighed and cast an inverse gravitational field to lift her up over the side. The impact seemed to have woken her up, because she muttered something about "this blooky place" and then flopped down into the bottom of the sleigh.
With everyone situated, they began gliding over the landscape of Noven. Past the edge of the flattened mountaintop, a sea of clouds stretched in all directions. Mountain peaks rose like islands, cast in glorious shades from the many suns. Some were peaks of pale stone that simply reflected light while others blossomed with trees that grew broad despite the altitude. They shimmered with their own colors, particularly when the light of a new sun caught them at certain angles.
"What's underneath the clouds?" Nauda leaned over the edge of the sleigh, examining the white froth beneath them. Theo opened his mouth to answer, but Senka spoke first.
"There's a lot of space down there, but it's less populated. I think you can understand why."
"Another world split in half..." Nauda glanced at Senka thoughtfully, but returned to staring over the side. "Do they get any light down there at all?"
"It depends on how thick the cloud layer is," Senka said. She was still at the bottom of the sleigh, but waved through the floor. "In some places, you get a lot of refracted light. Here, it's probably completely dark."
"Could we explore below?" Fiyu asked. She leaned forward with a smile. "Might there be some of the sublime beasts we seek down there?"
Theo shook his head and kept flying the sleigh. The fact that Senka answered those questions about Noven so quickly was interesting, but ultimately it couldn't distract him. He had been sure that he'd seen some of the sublime beasts he needed before, and now that they got close to some of the sheer peaks, he was certain he was right.
Finally he spotted one: a speck glittering a different color than the vast white cliff face behind it. The circular being winked in the light as its individual parts turned, but Theo wasn't concerned about its anatomy, just what it carried. He set the sleigh to drifting and rose into the air on a gravitational field to try to capture it.
Less than a minute later, Theo regretted the attempt. They'd been easy to catch before, but he had been an Authority with a lot of enhancement chambers and an armament called the Hurricane Blade. Even with all his advantages, he couldn't fly well enough to catch such an agile creature.
"Guchiro?" He turned himself in the air and gestured in its direction. "Can you?"
By way of answer, Guchiro floated into the air and pursued the sublime beast through the air. It sped up even more, escaping his grasp several times, but shadows extended from his grip and he soon bound the creature. After a brief frown, he brought it back to the sleigh for everyone to examine.
There were different species of this sublime beast and Theo wasn't sure of any of their names, but they were unmistakable. Each one was composed of several rings that glistened with scales, except occasionally the scales opened to reveal bright golden eyes. The rings met one another at strange throbbing joints of light that somehow pivoted as the rings rotated around the central point or even spun like wheels. He had no idea how their anatomy worked other than that he was sure they didn't obey Earth biology.
"What a strange creature," Nauda said. She poked at one of the wheels and then pulled her hand back. The sublime beast spun furiously in place but couldn't escape Guchiro's grip. "These things lay the lighteggs?"
"Not quite. They generate them." Theo pointed through the rings to the middle of the beast's spherical body. Though the majority of the space was empty, a small dark gold pearl hovered at the very center. "They eat various sublime materials and excrete new material around their core. These build up over time, similar to an oyster, if you have anything like that in your worlds."
Nauda frowned but Fiyu immediately bobbed her head. "I believe I understand. Is this one complete? Must we kill the creature to acquire the material?"
"This one may be a juvenile," Guchiro said. "I don't know their life cycle, but the material in the center is much too weak to be used as a sublime material."
"They keep getting bigger until there's no more space," Theo explained. "Once that happens, they deposit the lightegg and begin growing a new one. We need a fully sized one, ideally one that's fresh. But now that you know what we're looking for, we can search these mountains for fully developed lighteggs."
Everyone set about the task eagerly enough, though everyone but Guchiro and Theo needed to stay in the sleigh. Nauda drove them around the mountain peaks while Fiyu extended her senses to search for caverns. Theo searched based on his experience from before while Guchiro quickly became adept at capturing the sublime beasts.
And releasing them. Because as many as he captured, none were even close to fully developed. As the search wore on, Theo frowned more and more often. It had been so easy, before...
"Theo!" Nauda bellowed to him from the sleigh, and when he turned to look he saw that Fiyu was beaming. Their search along the cliff faces must have borne fruit.
When he used his gravitational fields to propel himself to their location, he discovered a rather large cavern that had been heavily occupied by the sublime beasts. The only entrance was vertical above a sheer drop, but that was no trouble for them. A flock burst around him, spinning wildly around themselves, but their primary defenses against predators were remoteness and speed.
"They don't make nests," Theo said as he pulled the others out of the sleigh, "but some species leave the lighteggs in caves like this. Also look for any rocky fragments from their shells."
"Like these?" Fiyu had already discovered one and held it toward him. "I could feel them from the outside. They are very dense and I am not sure what use they would be."
"As a primary material, not much. But they convert well into your soulhome and they make good temporary materials for ascensions. Grab enough for all of us. Even if you don't use them for the Authority ascension, they're strong enough that they might be usable later."
While the others searched, Theo drew the fragment into his soul and examined it. Within, it was a concave piece about the size of his chest. Nowhere near as dense as the lighteggs and weak enough to break into bricks, making the shell fragments adequate materials. He'd never been worried about building his pyramid to prepare for ascension, since any material would do, but this would take another issue off his mind.
Theo left the soulcrafting for later and joined the others in their search. Unfortunately, they didn't look happy. It didn't take them long to explore the cavern, and though there were countless signs of occupation by sublime beasts, they hadn't found a single lightegg. Nauda scowled at her general vicinity while Fiyu continued collecting as many shell fragments as she could.
"Shouldn't we have found one by now?" Nauda asked. "Fiyu wasn't sensing a lot more caverns like this, so I assumed most of them lived here."
"Let me take a look," Theo said, but he wasn't optimistic. Soon enough he had covered the area and confirmed that Nauda hadn't missed anything.
"It might be the wrong season..." Even as he suggested it, Theo knew his own excuse was flimsy. As far as he knew, the creatures left eggs throughout the entire year. Finding none at all, and not even very many shells, was anomalous.
Could he have been entirely deceived? He was already basically certain that Vistgil had planted materials for him to find, but he hadn't thought the lighteggs were one of them. If they were actually far rarer than he thought, then his entire plan for his ascension would be called into question...
"Someone else has been here recently." Guchiro spoke from the entrance. He stood tall and gave absolutely no sign of how he knew, but Theo didn't doubt him for a moment.
"How can you be sure?" Fiyu asked. Apparently she was under no such limitations.
"Observe the crack near the entrance: a vehicle struck it, then the fragments were swept away by the wind. But if you observe the density of the rock carefully, you can see that this is more recent than other cracks. You can also observe trace damage from cantae along these walls..."
Technically Theo had an Ichili sense of his own to develop, but he was more concerned about what that meant. It wasn't ridiculous to think that someone else would want the same materials. Lighteggs were obscure enough that he hadn't been worried about it. Still, if the harvest had been recent, then they might still be able to acquire everything they needed with a little more effort.
"Then what do we do?" Nauda asked once the two Ichili had finished speaking. "Do we search all the other spires?"
"No." Theo sighed and rubbed his eyes. "We should assume they searched even more thoroughly than we could and took away all the mature lighteggs."
"Then do we go somewhere else on Noven? This can't be the only location these sublime beasts live."
"We could try, but this is one of the only regions where I know the local culture. No, I think it would be fastest to try to negotiate with the locals first. Even if they know the materials have value, they're hard enough to soulcraft that they should be willing to trade."
"Oh no, we have to talk to someone?" Nauda grinned wryly. "We'll have to rely on your immense charisma."
"There is a city to the east," Guchiro said. "Are you familiar with it?"
Theo shrugged. He had been familiar with it a hundred years ago, but some cultures in the Nine Worlds changed much more rapidly than others. Since searching for lighteggs directly seemed to be a bust, he dropped back into the sleigh and flew it out toward the city.
Ugustial had been a major city during his first life and it seemed like it had only grown in his absence. Now it stretched between three large mountains, a city of golden chains suspended above the clouds. From a distance what struck him most wasn't the spiraling towers but the large discs rotating over it. Some were formed from white stone and cast shadows over portions of the city while pure glass discs focused the light more intensely.
"Do we need to worry about the culture here?" Nauda asked. "I don't want to end up in a vendetta because insulting one of the suns is sacrilegious or something."
"Attacking guests is considered dishonorable here," Theo said, "but this city doesn't have any gates, so they're not used to outsiders."
"Is it not as strong as Norro Yorthin, then?"
"It might not be as diverse, but people come here from all over this continent to trade. There's a reason I chose this place for our first visit to Noven."
He might have said more, but at that point a guard flew out from the city toward them. The Noveni was just a Ruler, so he actually used his wings to fly. He had only four wings, broad and feathery, which Theo thought meant he was relatively young. Then again, he'd never gotten deep into Noveni ethnicities since he'd mostly interacted with his rival Eratius.
"State your business, travelers." The guard flapped in place ahead of them, looking much more nervous now that he realized how powerful their group was. He carried a golden staff with a sun-shaped blade at the end, but that wouldn't do him much good against them.
"We're just here to trade sublime materials." Theo stood up in the front seat and flashed his best smile. It must have looked better than it felt, because the guard immediately relaxed.
"That's a relief. But... normally we would welcome you, but this is a rather unusual time." He gestured with his staff toward the lenses floating over the city. "As you can see, Ugustial has entered a period of mourning. Most materials are dedicated toward the contest, so there's little to trade."
"Contest?"
"You really aren't here for the Wakespire?" The guard blinked several times. "When we saw foreign soulcrafters arriving, we assumed that you must be late entrants."
"Wakespire?" There hadn't been anything like that when Theo visited before and he had a bad feeling about where this was going.
"You really don't know? Well, then I suppose it doesn't matter. You missed the entire first round, so if you're not being brought in to support one of the lineage factions, you couldn't really participate. Why don't you just tell me what sublime materials you need? The noble lineages can send merchants out to you."
After considering whether or not honesty could work against him, Theo decided to just ask. "We were hoping to find lighteggs."
"Really?" The guard snorted and examined him again, as if thinking less of him. "Obviously such valuable materials have all been taken by the noble families. The only lighteggs still available are prizes for climbing the Wakespire. If you're seeking materials for ascension, you really don't have a choice."
While Theo stewed, Nauda spoke up. "You said that contest was already underway?"
"Oh yes. If you'd come a month ago, your timing would have been perfect, but it's basically too late now. Of course, there have been more casualties than usual this time, so the noble families are desperate for talent. If you wanted to offer your services, someone mi-"
"Absolutely not." Theo sat back down and began turning the sleigh away. He wanted to focus on soulcrafting, not get involved in more local problems. "We'll just be on our way and leave you to your contest."




Chapter 2

Several days later, Theo was beginning to regret his decision.
They stood outside a sublime beast aviary, which was only the newest obstacle to his goals. He could see the wheels spinning on the other side of the glass, but he was already accepting that this was another dead end. The aviary was an entire glass complex perched on the side of a mountain, and though they'd sneaked to that point, there were guards nearby and an entire civilization defending their materials. Most of the others had backed away, ready for their next jump, but Theo stared at his reflection in the glass.
With Guchiro's help, he had hunted across more of Noven than he had known existed. Not only countless mountain ranges, but entirely different regions. There had been a vast ocean of clouds with no mountain spires, across which great Noveni ship-cities sailed. Another cloud ocean had been eerily silent and Guchiro had insisted that they depart after less than a minute.
In each and every location, lighteggs lay beyond their reach. Many were harvested or farmed by nearby civilizations. Another continent had been engaged in total war, which included destroying their opponents' resources, and their group had needed to fight their way out. And now this peaceful corner of Noven had aviaries that snapped up all lighteggs as soon as they were mature.
He needed to face the truth that soulcrafting knowledge had advanced since his previous visit: what was once obscure knowledge was now commonplace. Acquiring a lightegg was still exactly what he needed for a perfect ascension, but that step would be far more difficult than he'd anticipated.
"Senka helps!" Abruptly she rammed against his knees, thrusting a hand toward him. Theo bent down instinctively and promptly got a fistful of flowers to his face. "Sublime flowers! Very good!"
"You little..." Theo trailed off, wondering if Senka was currently in her cursed state and doing her best to help. Her face held no trace of her true self, just earnest helpfulness.
No, it was the real Senka. The timing was too good. He grabbed her by her white hair and lifted her into the air.
"No antics," Theo said, shaking her a little. Even though he had been confident, he was relieved to see her mocking little grin. "Do you actually have anything to offer?"
"I'd have already spoken up if I could. Looks like you're out of luck."
"Do you think that soulcrafting knowledge has just advanced too much while I was gone?"
"It's pretty likely." While dangling from her hair, Senka folded her arms in a gesture that looked simultaneously too adult for her body and absurdly childish. "Some advanced knowledge has declined, but it isn't like people have gotten fundamentally dumber. General knowledge is going to improve and secrets are going to get out."
Theo scowled despite the fact that she'd just confirmed his thoughts, or perhaps because of it. He crouched to set Senka down and glanced through the aviary walls again. There were a few lighteggs that looked very near completion, or they could try to steal from the nearby vaults. Given their overall strength, they could probably get away with it... but no. Stealing and then leaping to a new part of the Nine Worlds wasn't something he did anymore. There were only no consequences in the most superficial sense.
"You're not planning to mug these people," Senka said. It wasn't a question. She was looking at him with a remarkably astute gaze.
"I guess not. Since no one we've met wants to trade, I guess our best bet is that contest."
"My memory is too fuzzy to help, so I think you should stick with the culture you know. Some Noveni can be bigger sticklers for laws than others, so you could get in trouble wandering into some places." Abruptly Senka's gaze unfocused and she looked heart-achingly lost, like a parent fading into dementia. "I'm... going to go shove some plants into my mouth. Pick me up on the way out."
She wandered off and Theo could only watch her, wishing he could do more. In theory the second river she needed could be found in Noven, but he wasn't capable of helping her until he had ascended. That left him with few options.
When he straightened up, he saw the others watching and realized that they must have overheard. Before he could reorganize his thoughts, Guchiro spoke up.
"Exploring an unknown world for specific materials is generally a time-intensive task. Given what we have uncovered so far, I am not inclined to believe there will be an easy solution to this problem."
"Is that such a big deal?" Nauda asked. "You're not one for cheap solutions anyway."
Theo sighed and rubbed his eyes. "I guess we're going back to that contest in Ugustial, unless you all object. I warn you, Noveni competitions tend to get... involved."
Fiyu bobbed her head encouragingly. "I do not think it will be so bad. If they allow us to participate, we may be able to acquire other materials as well. I think that we can compete even with such powerful groups."
"Yeah," Nauda said, "but aren't we behind? They mentioned that we missed the entire first phase."
"We're going." Once he said the words, Theo became certain. "We'll be at a disadvantage, but it's still our best shot. Even if everyone knows about the lighteggs now, I think the method to soulcraft them is too difficult for them to be commonly used. We might not need to win the competition, just do well enough to get our hands on some."
"Then shouldn't we hurry? We don't know how much else has happened in the days we were gone."
Instead of waiting for further discussion, Guchiro used his shadows to pull the sleigh and Senka closer, then activated his weirkey. Normally, Theo was grateful for his tendency to act decisively instead of spinning wheels, but his stomach flipped as they passed between worlds. Maybe his body wasn't used to so much weirkey travel, or maybe he just disliked how his knowledge had become obsolete...
They popped out in the sky near Ugustial and Theo instinctively cast a gravitational field to keep them all hovering. Everyone pulled themselves into the sleigh except Guchiro, who flew to lead them down into the city.
The guards didn't look happy, but Theo's position in life had changed since waiting outside the walls of Norro Yorthin. Few cities anywhere in the Nine Worlds would be dismissive toward an Authority with a bunch of Rulers in tow. Soon enough they were approved, and though the guards acted a bit scornful, they were directed toward an ornate palace of ivory and gold.
Before they could enter, they were met by an old man with gray hair and bent wings. Not even an Archcrafter, yet he wore a vibrantly blue cloth wrapped around the base of his wings. Presumably a noble of some kind, then, since Noveni royalty tended to pursue at least one tier of soulcrafting.
"Late entrants to the Wakespire?" The old Noveni sucked on his teeth as if they had arrived solely to irritate him. "The contest is open to everyone, so I can do your paperwork, but you don't have much of a chance, given the time."
"Not just yet," Theo said. "One of the guards invited us to take part, but we need to know the terms of the contest before we agree to anything."
"A Wakespire vigil is announced when a powerful soulcrafter leaves a sublime legacy without a designated heir," the noble explained. "Technically, their legacy should pass to the princes, but in their magnanimity, they offer everyone a chance to compete for the resources. Because this is a particularly sensitive affair, the contest is open to all."
More likely, they didn't have the power to back up their claim on the resources. Noveni politics were always confusing, because it felt like half the elites claimed to be royalty and there were a dozen competing claims. His old rival Eratius had been prince of something or other, but needed to reach Dominion in order to strengthen his claim over rival princes. Major issues needed to be decided by contests, because if not, they would become wars.
"What is the nature of the competition?" Fiyu asked.
"All challengers must form teams which will undergo a series of challenges, testing their vigor, wit, and probity. No killing is permitted, and conflicts outside the Wakespire are governed by strict laws. After each month of the competition, further sublime materials are granted to those who have proven themselves best capable of using them."
The old man quickly rattled off more details. It seemed the soulcrafter leaving the sublime legacy had been a Stronghold, meaning that the remnants of his legacy would be most useful to the tiers just below him. Ugustial had planned the event to strengthen their developing soulcrafters, so they only permitted Rulers to enter the main event. Technically Dominions could have blown through the competition and given the materials to allies, but on Noven that would have been a horrible loss of face.
As for the competition itself, it sounded similar enough. The old man didn't explain in full, but there seemed to be an elaborate scoring system between rounds, so their group would be starting with an entire round handicap. Obviously an obstacle, but not an insurmountable one if they just wanted to earn enough to be granted lighteggs.
"So how long until next month's competition?" Theo asked.
"You have thirty-one days to prepare," the old man said. "The competition is quite fierce, so I suggest that you-"
"Wait." Noveni months were always a uniform thirty days as far as he knew. "Does that mean the competition is currently ongoing?"
The old man snorted. "One round behind or two will make little difference, if you're just seeking powerful patrons. But I suppose if you're so eager to fail, you could enter the current round. You'd need to be rather fast."
"To ally with other groups?"
"Oh, it's too late for that. If you really want to throw yourselves into the jaws of the beast, you'll need to begin competing tomorrow at first dawn."




Chapter 3

Entering a competition midway was highly inconvenient, but the Nine Worlds marched on without them. Nauda was glad that Theo accepted the opportunity they knew instead of constantly trying for a better option. If he'd kept pushing for new lighteggs, they would have missed the competition by even more.
Besides, Nauda preferred anchoring herself in a community. The fact that there were worlds upon worlds, each containing numerous continents and cities beyond counting... she struggled to really grasp that fact. Just dealing with one Noveni city was enough for her.
From above, Ugustial appeared to be a shining city of gold. On the streets... Nauda had yet to find a seedy underbelly. What struck her most was the space: even small streets were wide enough for many carts to pass, average homes had huge foyers, and she'd seen one food stall with a massive portable archway. All of it lined with golden and white materials, though she'd quickly realized that most weren't true gold. Most buildings used ivory pieces to offset the overwhelming gold, which somehow kept the city from being completely gaudy.
Unfortunately, there was little time to explore or adjust to the local culture. They only had half a day to finish all of the work, and the majority of that had fallen to her. Fiyu was with Guchiro preparing for light-based challenges. Because mid-competition ascensions were allowed, Theo had holed himself in their room and begun crafting bricks. Of course, if the rules had been different he probably would have found another excuse to avoid people.
Nauda swallowed as she approached the enormous golden desk at the end of the palace wing. Either gold was more common on Noven or the nobles were extracting truly obscene amounts of it from everyone else. She had already gotten their group's papers, so this was allegedly where she needed to register their team.
"You have the paperwork?" Nauda glanced down at the bag at her side, or more specifically at Senka clinging to the side.
"Senka eated them!"
Instead of answering, Nauda shoved Senka's face into the bag. It couldn't be comfortable, because it was filled with various papers and small identification stones. Senka struggled for a bit, and when Nauda let her up, she handed over a set of papers with a glower.
"Nlerm, you're no fun." Senka folded her arms irritably. "Theo would have joked back."
"Yeah, well, if you wanted to do this while bantering, you shouldn't have made friends with the person who wants to sit in his room soulcrafting all day."
Though Senka no doubt had more to say, she shut up as Nauda approached the desk. Another Noveni sat behind it - Nauda couldn't help but see Noveni wings first, in this case a gloriously white set. They were all folded up, so it was hard to judge exactly how many. So far, she had seen between four and eight. Nauda made herself look past that and instead observed the middle-aged woman. Aside from her elaborate purple robes and the wings, she could have been a mother anywhere.
"We want to register a late team for the Wakespire tomorrow," Nauda said with a smile. She set their papers down on the desk carefully.
"Well, at least you're not registering the morning of the competition." The attendant chuckled as if at a private joke and then pulled up diamond-shaped glasses to examine the papers. "Oh, but this won't do. It won't do at all."
"What do you mean? I was told we were all accepted."
"You have three Ruler applications, and you have an Authority to serve as your team patron. But the actual team that enters the spire needs to consist of four members, and that doesn't include your patron. No exceptions."
"Ah..." Another rule that they'd misunderstood due to all the rush. Nauda wasn't sure if Tatian smiles would do any good here, but she delivered her best one. "Sorry, but we're outsiders here. Since we're already at a disadvantage, what would it hurt to register a team of three?"
"No exceptions!" The woman adjusted her glasses as if she was willing to die for the sake of this arbitrary rule.
Nauda sighed and glanced down at the table. If only they had taken Navim along with them, or even Krikree, this would be no trouble. Her gaze wandered over the room, noting the various inhabitants and wondering if any of them were potential competitors. It sounded like teams could change between phases and in fact some of what she'd heard made more sense now that she knew each team was invariably four people. But trusting a stranger sounded like a good way to be disappointed, if not stabbed in the back by another group.
Senka coughed. Nauda glanced down at her and groaned.
"I'd like to register a fourth member," Nauda said begrudgingly with a gesture toward Senka.
"Are you sure?" The registrar frowned over her glasses with deep disapproval. "Dead weight is permitted, but each contestant needs sufficient cantae to enter the challenge. I don't know what this is, but-"
"I am a noble princess of Siata," Senka said imperiously, "Alitheareitrasia, seventh of my name! I will not permit you to insult my family!"
Drawn up seriously, Senka looked absolutely nothing like the imp that had pulled at their heels for so long. What she said was nonsense, but she really did sound like royalty. Her attitude was enough to convince the registrar, if not make her approve, so they managed to establish their team with only a little more paperwork.
"Is there a list of rewards?" Nauda asked. The Noveni woman removed her glasses and used them to point toward a large book across the room.
"This isn't a game or a market, girl. Everyone will be given their just rewards as determined by the council of princes. But of course everything within the sublime legacy is listed in full for competitors."
So it wasn't the Fithan system, even if it used similar-sounding points. Nauda thanked the registrar, for all the good it did, and crossed the room toward the book. There were a few other competitors in line, so Nauda took her place at the end.
While she waited, she wondered at the size of the book. She knew about sublime legacies, of course, but she had never encountered one so significant that it needed an entire book to list and started a multi-month competition. Looking over the sublime materials would be interesting for its own sake, not just to get the information that Theo and Fiyu wanted.
On the lower side of Tatian, she hadn't even known that soulcrafters could leave behind sublime materials when they died. The spiritual trauma of a violent death destroyed the entire soulhome, so though she'd seen many powerful soulcrafters die, none had left anything behind. It was only on the upper side that she'd been taught that sufficiently-reinforced materials could survive. They weren't as powerful as in their original soulhome, but they took forms that were uncommon in nature and thus highly prized.
The soulhomes of Archcrafters would entirely dissolve in the process, and even Rulers needed both polish and inner peace to leave anything behind. Thus the sublime legacies she had seen were limited to a few materials and armaments. Presumably the Landguards on Tatian carefully managed all Authorities and shared their resources, so she'd never seen larger legacies.
Apparently, the sublime legacy of a Stronghold could be large indeed. As Nauda finally approached the book, she realized just how absurdly massive it was. Each page was larger than her torso and she couldn't imagine how it could be read if it wasn't on a pedestal.
Nauda snorted as she began reading and realized that the book didn't need to be anywhere near so massive. Each page was covered in massive flowing script, difficult to read even through soul translation. The individual entries were so overly verbose that she skimmed the names alone until she found what Theo cared about:
Lightegg (edifice-quality sublime material): This exceptional sublime material is the fascinating product of a rare sublime beast. When development is arrested at a certain instance, which can occur both naturally or artificially, it forms a supremely durable sphere. It would make an undistinguished construction material, so unlocking its true puissance requires breaking it apart, which is nearly impossible before Authority. [Four remaining.]
There were four listed, but as Nauda leafed through the other pages, she saw a duplicate entry. This time it said only two remained... looking back to the top of the page, Nauda realized that each spread of pages represented a different month's potential rewards. She flipped through and confirmed that there were only six lighteggs offered overall, on the second and third phases, then began looking over the Wakespire as a whole.
There were ten pages filled, which was just another way that the book was absurdly over-sized. Each spread held all the rewards for that month's competition, divided into several categories that were entirely opaque to her. The only thing that made sense was that the further down the page the more powerful the materials, which suggested there were different tiers of rewards. The lighteggs were in the second highest categories, so they definitely had their work cut out for them.
Even though she hadn't meant to review all the materials, Nauda soon realized that they wouldn't have their pick, so she ended up browsing through them. Not everything listed was a sublime material: there were apparently famous works of art, mysterious curios, and other normal legacies of a life. Not much money or other tokens of raw value, but otherwise it appeared to be everything the deceased had owned.
Every item on the first page had been crossed out by thin golden lines. She read the pages anyway and noted a few items designed to restore damaged soulhomes. If only they had come a month earlier... but no, it was too late to worry about that.
Since Theo claimed to have everything he needed, Nauda was looking mostly for herself and Fiyu. There didn't seem to be many materials appropriate for the Ichili woman, which was no surprise given the constant sunlight. Nauda found more for herself and began making a mental list of all the potential rewards. Some of the sublime materials sounded perfect for her, especially in the final two rounds of the Wakespire, and particularly an unusual sculpture:
Bloodglass Sculpture (monument-quality sublime material): This extraordinary work of sublime art is constructed not via conversion of ordinary sublime sand, but instead from the remnants of numerous glassiform materials believed to have been gathered from across the world. Notably, its unique nature permitted it to survive the legacy process little-reduced. It emits large quantities of pain and violence oriented cantae and could severely damage other sublime materials, but in return will increase a soulcrafter's potency and savagery many-fold. [One available.]
Every entry seemed a bit exaggerated to her, but the bloodglass sculpture was the only one that included a warning, which she hoped spoke to its potency. Such a material could probably fit in her death tower, since it didn't contain any fragile materials. There were a few other items of interest, but none stuck out to her as much as the sculpture.
Eventually the people behind her became restless, so Nauda stepped away from the book. She'd registered their team and checked the prizes, so she didn't need to do anything else. For a moment she thought she still had plenty of time left in the day, then she remembered that they didn't have normal evenings on Noven. She had no idea how late it was or when "first dawn" actually was.
Still, just based on her internal sense of time, Nauda knew the day wasn't over. There was nothing else she strictly needed to do, but she had hoped to gain a better understanding for the competition. The only question was how.
"Senka, what..." Nauda looked down and saw that the strange creature had fallen asleep in the bag. Well, she probably needed it to avoid turning into an obnoxious imp. After pulling the top flap over Senka's head, Nauda went to look for information.
No one seemed inclined to talk to her, and a few responded to her hails with far more derision than the guards or registrar. It seemed that in this palace being a Ruler meant nothing. She felt a bit of shame at the state of her soulhome before remembering that none of them could see through her shielding wall. Apparently these Noveni were just habitually snooty.
"Hey."
She almost didn't hear the soft voice over the bustle of the competitors. But when it repeated, she looked to the side and spotted a man he hadn't seen before. One of the white-winged type. She couldn't tell how many wings he had, but they weren't folded neatly behind him: all were bedraggled and one projected at an odd angle as if damaged. His white clothing was as neat as everyone else, but his long blond hair hung messily around his face.
"Do you mind if I ask you some questions?" The young man seemed to struggle to raise his voice at all, and he became even softer when she walked close. "You're a foreigner... umm, not from this world, right?"
"You're observant," Nauda said, gesturing toward her back. "I had hoped to hide it, but you seem to have spotted a slight difference." Immediately she winced internally. After experiencing so much scorn, she had reacted automatically to the first person to be kind to her.
Fortunately, the Noveni man just gave a weak grin. "Sorry if that was improper. I... wasn't sure how to get your attention without yelling something strange."
"I'm not going to be offended."
"Then could we talk a little? There are a lot of foreigners here, but not many from outside Noven, and all the ones I know are mercenaries hired by princes. I hope it won't cause offense to say that you seem like, uh... a normal person. A soulcrafter, clearly, but you seem like... a normal visitor."
"I suppose I am." Nauda gave him an encouraging smile. "I don't know how much time I have before tomorrow, but I wouldn't mind talking."
"Oh, good. Then let's sit down."
The young man shuffled to one of the ornate benches along the side of the room. Nauda had noticed them, but only then realized that they were all some distance from the walls, presumably to allow space for wings. Whoever he was, the young man sat down and then gave her a smile containing more worry than warmth.
Just sitting down should have been trivial, yet Nauda hesitated. On Tatian, she never would have second-guessed sitting right next to him. Now Ichili withdrawal and Fithan customs crowded into her mind and made even the simplest action fraught. Then again... he had approached her as an outsider, so he probably didn't care. Nauda sat roughly in the middle of the rest of the bench.
"My name is Isorales, by the way." The young Noveni smiled at her. "And... you are?"
"Call me Nauda. I'm from Tatian."
"I don't know, uh, a single thing about Tatian. Most of the foreigners we get here are from Aathal or Slest. So I was surprised to see you looking so... normal. I wondered if there were wingless Noveni I didn't know anything about. Oh, and we get some Fithans. But their skin colors are different and they're usually mercenaries, so..."
Isorales trailed off as he realized he was rambling. He flushed and lowered his eyes.
"I'm used to most people looking similar," Nauda said gently. It was possible he was an insanely talented actor, but she thought she understood him. "Are you a participant in the Wakespire? Can you tell me anything about the competition?"
"Oh.. you want to, uh, do an exchange?" Isorales frowned over the room. "I don't mind. But given how little time is left... maybe we need to make a deal."
"What kind of deal?"
"If I give you information now, will you promise to tell me more about your home later?"
Nauda blinked in surprise at the surprisingly beneficial arrangement. She really was beginning to worry that he was manipulating her in some way she couldn't see, but...
"I'm just trying to be fair," Isorales said with a wobbly smile. "There's a good chance you'll fail out tomorrow, so... umm, no offense. But I can wait on getting more information, especially if it means that you stick around longer."
"What kind of challenges will we face?"
"Oh, wow, straight to the serious questions. We're not supposed to talk about those, though everybody does. But knowing ahead of time won't do you much good. They aren't that sort of trial."
She wasn't so sure, but she wasn't going to push the only person who had been friendly to her so far. Instead of the questions Theo probably wanted her to ask, Nauda's mind moved in a different direction. "Why are we all fighting over someone's legacy? Who managed to reach Stronghold, but didn't have any heirs who wanted their sublime materials?"
"Prince Katarikus was the head of the Terefilia lineage," Isorales explained. "He's, uh, not from around here. He only left one family member, an Authority who is on an entirely different path. Name's Ractifus. He's one of the princes governing the competition, you'll know him when you see him."
"Are you sure about that? I'm not familiar with Noven."
"Oh, you'll know. You've probably noticed some minor differences between people here, but those just have to do with where you're from and which sun is most prominent there. But the Terefilia nobles are from... below. Uh, from below the clouds, I mean. Their wings are always black, so there's no mistaking it."
He said "below" like it had great importance and Nauda's heart began beating faster. Was all of Noven really split between factions above and below the clouds? And they even had light and dark colors separating them... it might have been a coincidence, but she couldn't help but see a parallel to Tatian. There was a major split on Fithe as well, and she struggled to find the true parallel between them.
"I guess you don't know about that?" Isorales shifted awkwardly, which produced a lot of noise due to his wings. "Prince Katarikus moved up here, and he had enough power he was accepted, but he was never really welcomed, and of course the noble lineages didn't merge. So he became increasingly isolated until Ractifus was the only Terefilia left in the entire city. And since Ractifus didn't want the sublime legacy, he set this entire competition."
"What does he get out of it? Money?"
"Yes, all the fees go to him, and the city compensated him greatly. They say Ractifus is a dour old man who only cares about money. I wouldn't know, because he seems to hate everyone. Anyway, you'll need to know who he is if you stay in the Wakespire, because he's one of the main judges. Wait, did I... I said that, didn't I?"
"Alright, I guess that answers my question." Nauda leaned back and considered that sad story. "So none of the deceased Stronghold's relatives from 'below' can come get his legacy?"
"A few have claimed to be in his lineage. I'm not sure if they're telling the truth or not, but it doesn't really matter, because they're probably not going to win."
"Who's favored, then?"
"The Dortorus lineage. They're easy to tell apart too... just don't look too much." Isorales pointed cautiously toward the other end of the room, as if he was afraid his finger would be broken.
The motion seemed timid until Nauda looked and realized that one entire side of the room was controlled by a mob. All of them had golden brown wings, which she assumed marked their common ethnicity. Other than the wings they varied considerably, but the whole group looked tough and experienced. Few used shielding walls, revealing that several of them were Authorities.
"Look like they have even more Authorities than before," Isorales almost whispered. "Rumors say they knew the old man was dying or even killed him, because they had a lot of ringers prepared."
"Ringers?"
"Umm... sorry if that didn't translate. They entered soulcrafters at the very peak of Ruler, then had them all ascend in the middle of the first challenge, straight to 9th or 10th class. That gave them a huge advantage and they've been trying to take out their rivals."
"And it's not cheating because you're allowed to ascend during the competition."
"Yeah, basically." Isorales sat back and sighed. "They have three full teams, and none of them are weak. There are some other noble families fielding more people, or just local groups in the city, but there's no point telling you about them because they don't have much of a chance. So when the competition begins, just hope you don't end up against any Dortorus teams."
It did look like they had intimidated the rest of the chamber, but Nauda wasn't willing to accept it so easily. "Surely there are other teams who have a chance to beat them."
"Oh, there are some. I was... oh, there's one now. The Gatrium team just walked in.."
Nauda looked up to see a group of four Noveni enter and pass the Dortorus crowd. Their leader was a muscular man with a strange blue mask that covered his entire face. Whatever he was hiding, it wasn't his status as Authority, which blazed in every direction as he swaggered through the crowd. All of that might have been pertinent, but Nauda was more interested in the fact that his team had gray-colored wings.
"Their wings..." She realized she might be stumbling into a sensitive issue, but plunged forward. "Is that what happens when white and black wings merge?"
"What?" Isorales stared at her as if she'd said something absolutely absurd. "I don't, uh... I don't know how it works where you come from, but no. Gray wings are normal, for normal mountains. They're not from undercloud nations at all."
"Oh, sorry. What makes them a challenger?"
"Nobody thought their lineage was particularly important, but their leader also ascended to Authority during the first round. An 8th class Authority, too, not like you'd expect. It surprised everyone, so now he's been gaining allies and his patron has made a lot of money off it."
More Authorities. Even though Nauda had stood among many powerful soulcrafters, she found herself a little intimidated. Yes, most of them probably didn't have brilliant soulhomes, and the intensity of cantae couldn't compare to the battle between Strongholds on Fithe. But these were people about her age, people she was going to be competing against in a matter of hours. Fiyu and Theo might be able to keep up, but could she?
"Anybody else?" Nauda shook off the thoughts and looked around the room. "Most of the other Rulers look average to me, but they can't all be here."
"Well, there's the Jadadictus lineage. Which means, umm, me." Isorales raised a hand in an awkward wave. "I'm Isorales Jadadictus. Should I have said that before? Wasn't sure if that would mean anything to you."
"I'm not familiar with local politics, so it's fine." Nauda gave him a smile despite the fact that her entire body had tensed up. He was a rival after all, and possibly much more dangerous than she had expected. His shielding wall must be fantastic, because she had honestly thought he was an Archcrafter.
"Technically we're a major competitor, but I wouldn't worry about us. We started with four teams and the Dortorus teams took out half our soulcrafters in the very first round. And I'm basically a disappointment to my entire lineage, so I don't know how long I'll be able to stay in the competition."
"Was this all an attempt to recruit me, then?"
Isorales looked dismayed for a moment, then grinned weakly when he saw she was joking. "No, no, nothing like that... I really just wanted to talk. My family doesn't want to lose face relying on others. Besides, we're declining, so it's not like you would want to join our teams."
"So we could be fighting each other tomorrow."
"Well, most of the challenges don't involve fighting each other, but we'll definitely be competing. Have you seen the scoreboards? Points are given on a curve, so it's hard to work together."
Nauda had seen the scores, just like she'd heard everyone talking about Authority "classes", and she had ignored them. More ranking obsessions, as far as she could tell. Other worlds were so concerned about who was stronger than who. There didn't appear to be any strategy they could access based on all those points and scales, so they didn't matter. All she could do was offer everything she had during the competition.
"Isorales!" The blue-masked Authority boomed out from across the room, marching in their direction. "You still haven't ascended, huh?"
"I'm..." Isorales started to say more, but swallowed as his opponent spread his gray wings to either side.
"We're coming for you, tomorrow!" The Gatrium soulcrafters sneered at them on their way out and Isorales kept his eyes lowered.
"I... good luck tomorrow." Isorales mumbled out the words and then fled, his mangled wings bobbing after him. Nauda wanted to ask him about the apparent conflict, or even just help him feel better, but there was no time. She needed to sleep for the competition, and tomorrow they would all be enemies.
On her way back, she found herself instead looking back toward the Dortorus teams. Those golden wings were so familiar... as she walked into a relatively empty hallway of the palace, Nauda opened up her pouch.
"Senka, were you listening?"
"Mostly." She stuck her head out, hair tousled but eyes sharp. "Normal Noveni politics, sounds like."
"Do you think this Dortorus family could be related to Ariano of the Golden Wings? Back on Tatian, I mean. I know he left Noven because-"
"Are you sporping kidding me?" Senka regarded her with malicious amusement. "Wings that color are one of the most common types. There have to be hundreds of noble lineages with those wings across the world. The chance that there's any connection is basically zero."
Nauda scowled down. "Who made you the expert on Noven?"
"Shut up, gurfoop!" Senka laughed as she wriggled out of the bag, then ran off ahead. Grouchy as she was, Nauda let her go.
Or maybe she was just tired. Not only was it difficult to gauge how long she had been awake, the sheer light itself was starting to wear on her. Her only point of comparison was the desert of Arbai. That place had been drier and bleaker, yet the sterile light of all the Noveni suns wearied her in a different way. Nauda decided just to go back to the others and get a good sleep before the competition.
After she got back, it all went absurdly quickly. Nauda had been looking forward to a proper Noveni meal instead of rations, but when she got back the others had already acquired food. The light flakes of bread were sweet, but unremarkable. After that, Nauda fell asleep and seemed to wake up a moment later with Theo shaking her.
She blearily pulled herself together as she realized that the strange light had made her oversleep. Unlike the usual washed-out white, the sunlight was more blue than anything. They took their sleigh and joined all the other competitors as they flew away from Ugustial city and toward a massive tower atop a nearby mountain. It was only while staring at it that Nauda's brain reengaged.
"Wait, are we going to a ceremony?" she asked dully.
"The ceremony was part of everything we missed last month," Theo told her. "Make sure you're awake, because I think we're going in as soon as we arrive. We're running late."
Hadn't she been registering their names and eating just an hour ago? Nauda slapped her cheeks and forced herself to focus. There was no time to look at the tower or think about anything else - she needed to be ready for anything. When they got closer, a Noveni official directed them toward a large blue portal.
"As soon as you step inside," the official said, "your second trial of the Wakespire will begin. Please enter quickly."
Except it was their first time and Nauda had no idea what to expect. Guchiro had already taken over the sleigh, so they needed to head inside. Nauda gripped her staff, glanced at the others, and plunged through the portal into the unknown.




Chapter 4

Entering the spire briefly reminded Theo of crossing between worlds, then he realized they were nothing alike. All the disorientation, none of the liminal elevation. The portal entrance definitely transported them across space, but it simply dumped them into a room in the same world.
That room was a cube, roughly twenty feet along any side. No entrances or exits, but they'd emerged from a carving of an archway. Since every other surface was formed from plain white stone blocks, scrubbed of any significant details, all the rest of his attention fell on the four columns of light on the opposite side of the room.
Even as they took a step inside, the light shivered and vanished, revealing a quartet of stage two demons. These had spider-like bones emerging from their backs, but otherwise they were the same as second stage demons on any world. Four of them against four contestants: clearly a first room designed to filter out Archcrafters or completely incompetent Rulers. For their group, it should be no trouble at all.
"Let's finish this quickly!" Theo said. He was already casting a gravitational field underneath the demons.
All demons had some resistance to cantae abilities, but with his spherical flow handling the raw power of his singularity, Theo could multiply gravity significantly. He might even have been able to kill them all himself, but to conserve energy he simply smashed them against the ceiling, then caught them in mid-air as they fell.
By now the others didn't need any direction. Nauda already had her staff raised while he was casting the field and she quickly used her binding skill to push the demons together. As soon as they were aligned, Fiyu unleashed a storm of light bolts that tore through them.
A matter of seconds after they had entered the room, the challenge was over.
"And I'm also here!" Senka stood with her hands on her hips and an exaggerated look of pride on her face. "But really, my only contribution will be to step out now."
"Are we allowed to forfeit?" Theo asked.
"You can announce it or walk out," Senka said, already walking behind them. Two sides of the room had lit up: a blue portal circled in the archway behind them while another had emerged on the opposite side. Just before Senka stepped into the swirling cantae, she glanced back at him. "You should be able to handle this, but hurry."
As soon as she touched the portal, she vanished. As he jogged toward the portal onward, Theo couldn't help but wonder what she meant. If she knew something specific, surely she would have told him earlier. Then again, her memory could be erratic. It wasn't like he'd planned to waste time, so he focused onward regardless.
On the other side of the spatial twist, they entered a second room with the portal already fading behind them. This chamber didn't look like a battle arena at all: the floor was covered in glass and water flowed through translucent silvery channels underneath. Above the glass stood a large number of levers that appeared to change gates in the channels.
"A puzzle? Really?" Theo muttered to himself and hoped that the Noveni in charge had a better sense of puzzle design than the average game developer. He'd been prepared to fight his way through a gauntlet, so having to finish random puzzles just irritated him.
"Looks like it's supposed to flow into here?" Nauda crouched down on the opposite side, examining some sort of mechanism underneath the glass.
"There are golden lines drawn beneath the pipes," Fiyu pointed out. "They appear to be rooms. Could this be a representation of a soulhome?"
Theo laughed as he realized that his experience with video games had actually tripped him up. Without any preconceived notions, his allies had immediately seen the truth: this was a cantae flow exercise. As soon as he started looking for it, he saw the representations of chambers and understood the objective of the task.
"Think of the end gate as the window for a technique," Theo said, already hauling on one lever. "We probably need to get all the cantae flowing there instead of being wasted."
The others immediately joined him. He'd worried about trying to coordinate their efforts, but the puzzle itself wasn't that hard. Because they all saw the flaws in the cantae flow, they quickly switched the channels until all the pipes all flowed in the same direction. The combined force pushed against the mechanism Nauda had pointed out and the portal onward opened.
Nauda grinned at him as they moved on and Theo automatically grinned back. Fiyu appeared to be smiling as well from just behind them. It was more than their teamwork that cheered him, however: his faith in the people running the test had been restored. The water puzzle might not have been challenging, but it would stymie anyone who didn't have a decent theoretical knowledge of cantae flow. You wouldn't be able to win the Wakespire with brute force alone.
Theo was beginning to feel like he had a handle on the trials, then they entered the next room. Or rather a tunnel. When they stepped from the next portal, they stood inside a large tube of glass. It was completely cylindrical except for a flat floor across the bottom.
"Some kind of trap?" Nauda advanced forward first, but the tube appeared to spiral upward harmlessly.
As they moved inward, Theo saw that their tube was only one of several, all gently spiraling around the sides of a vast cylindrical room. The other paths soon became half-tubes with open tops, and he braced himself when theirs lost its roof, but nothing attacked them. So far, he hadn't noticed any threats at all. It looked like they could simply continue up their glass pathway until they reached the portal at the top.
He wasn't sure what to make of the room at all. Each glass tube ended in a different portal, so perhaps there was an element of risk there? Since there didn't appear to be any danger, they sped up toward the top.
"Do you feel anything?" Nauda whispered to Fiyu.
"It appears to be an empty tower. Four pathways leading to the top, with no..." She trailed off and Theo glanced back at her just in time to see Fiyu turn in alarm. "There's someone else here!"
Four figures emerged at the bottom of another of the glass pathways: three Rulers and an Authority. Theo wasn't sure about the purpose of the room, but he suddenly understood the risk. The leader of the group was a man wearing a featureless blue mask... he must have been the Gatrium contender that Nauda had blearily told them about.
"How did you get here first?" Even through the narrow mask eye holes, his rage was obvious. "Attack, you fools, stop them!"
All four began sprinting up their pathway and hurling cantae bolts as soon as they were free of the glass roof. As he sped up, Theo noted that none of them tried to fly or leave their pathway. He decided to do the same and cast some torsion bolts of his own: not toward the group, but toward the walkway ahead of them. Most had to retreat and only the Authority pushed through his bolts.
"Stealth?" Fiyu asked, coming up beside him. Theo shook his head: they had a head start and they were almost to the exit, so there was no point revealing another one of her techniques.
Before they reached the portal, they had been nearly singed by a multitude of attacks. Another team had come through a third glass tube as well, this one all with Dortorus golden wings. The Gatrium team turned some of their attention to the new arrivals, leaving Theo and the others to plunge into their portal.
On the other side, darkness surrounded them. Theo took a deep breath and began focusing on his new gravity sense, which revealed a cube filled with a host of smaller objects. He had hoped to take a moment to talk to the others about the previous room and their strategy going forward, but it seemed like there was no time for that.
"Do not worry." Fiyu's fingers gripped his sleeve and he could feel that she was pulling Nauda as well. "Follow me and this should not be difficult."
Without her guidance, the room would have been a hellish gauntlet of apparently bottomless pits, spinning blades, and sliding blocks. It was all more than Theo could keep up with, so all his new sense gave him was dread. But since he trusted Fiyu, it was a simple matter to follow her directions. They made it through the room without any injuries and stepped into an ordinarily lit chamber.
This one was smaller, containing a desk with a number of books and a model of the golden spire. Strangest of all, there was a Noveni man drawing papers out of a box. He stared at them and his jaw worked soundlessly before he managed to summon any actual words.
"You're here already?" He shook his head. "So sorry, not quite ready yet..."
"Is this some kind of trick?" Nauda asked. She brandished her spear in his direction. "Are you going to give us a riddle or attack us or something?"
"No! What kind of barbarians are you?" The man sat down behind his desk and frowned at them. "This is the first Room of Blessings. You can observe the progress of your rivals here and choose one of them to grant a benefit in their next trial."
"Do we have to give one?" Theo asked.
"Yes, it's a requirement to move on. And you can't choose yourselves."
"Oh, then it is a strategic question," Fiyu said.
She nodded as if this was reasonable, but to Theo it sounded like a con. The largest families could bless one another, either equally or pooling all their choices toward their best team. Small teams would be at a disadvantage... but that didn't matter.
"We're not wasting time on that," Theo announced. "Just pick someone, anyone."
"Let's help Isorales Jadadictus," Nauda said. She shrugged when he glanced toward her. "He seemed nice and might be an ally later."
"Doesn't matter, the point is to hurry on."
"You don't... want to examine the tower?" The Noveni official blinked at them in surprise and gestured toward the spire model. Theo was already rushing past him and it seemed like the next portal was active, so there was nothing to stop them.
He didn't have enough information to play the local politics, so Nauda's instinct was as good as any. Theo was much more concerned about the fact that they seemed to be ahead of the curve. That was probably in large part due to Fiyu, but the reason didn't matter. Even before Senka's comment about hurrying, he'd suspected that there were rewards for speed. Leading the pack was their best chance of catching up to all the teams that had participated in the first round.
The next room was another empty cube... except for a large statue in the center. Fiyu readied herself as soon as she saw it, while Nauda just sighed.
"I don't suppose this is a statue-based puzzle?"
As an answer, the apparently squat statue unfolded into a lean golem over twice their height. Its entire body was made from a shimmering silver that felt like a sublime material to Theo. Building automatons was difficult as far as he knew, and the materials alone had to be expensive. One thing was sure: this was going to be a bigger challenge than the demons.
"Another team has applied a curse," a disembodied voice told them calmly. "This chamber's difficulty will be intensified."
Cantae rolled over the golem's body. It pulled two long blades from within its chest cavity and charged.




Chapter 5

Theo really should have panicked. As the golem marched toward him, its blades swinging, he calmly cast both a gravitational field and a series of torsion bolts.
Against a normal opponent, that might have been the correct decision. But the golem appeared capable of resisting his gravitational change and his bolts reflected off its shiny surface. It was on him faster than he expected and its reach was far larger than he'd anticipated, as it crouched down and swept one blade in a long horizontal sweep.
He leapt backward out of range and only then felt the line of pain across his arm. His coat had blunted the blow, but it had still been split in half and he could see a thin line of blood. Even if his armament would repair itself, that injury would slow him down. They couldn't afford to be taking attrition so quickly.
It lunged after him, crossing the space faster than he would have expected. Before it could strike, Nauda intercepted it, catching the arm between the forks of her staff. She twisted and drove the golem to the ground, but it wouldn't stay pinned. Instead, the construct's limbs rotated around in a way that no real creature could and it climbed back to its feet, stabbing at her with its other arm.
"A little help?" Nauda desperately backtracked, fending off the strikes. This golem was clearly intended to challenge a peak Ruler strength-for-strength, so she was struggling to keep up. "Does it even have vital organs?"
"There should be a material serving as the core." As he spoke, Theo cast several more torsion bolts at its joints. None of them managed to sever the golem's limbs.
Maybe Nauda should have panicked too, because she was taking a beating. The golem managed to slam her against one of the walls, then swung wildly, its blade scraping against the wall. Nauda barely managed to stay ahead of it and she still took a few bruising knocks as well as a nasty cut to her side.
Just as he was wondering if it was worth using a singularity so early, one of the golem's limbs split in half at the knee. Theo froze a moment, searching for the nearly imperceptible blur of Fiyu. Nauda didn't hesitate at all and drove her staff directly into the golem's head.
It had no face to damage, but the force drove it back to the ground. Unfortunately, the golem simply reoriented its limbs and reached up to stab Nauda. Just before it could do so, a brief swath of blue cantae cut through its arm.
This time, the golem lurched toward Fiyu's former position. Theo had no idea if she could get out of the way in time, so he just cast a gravitational field over the entire area. Nauda fell toward the ceiling and presumably Fiyu did as well, getting them both out of the way of the wildly thrashing golem.
"There, toward the top of the torso!" Theo finally spotted the golem's core hidden within one of the shoulder pieces. He returned gravity to normal and hoped the others could adapt.
Nauda actually leapt off the ceiling and slammed into the golem's other shoulder. Her impact carried enough force that she drove its torso down to the ground and flattened its remaining arm. An instant later Fiyu's blade pierced through its core within the armor.
As the golem slumped, the invisible aura slipped away from Fiyu's body. Theo gestured for her to follow, since they needed to get to the next room and make up for lost time, but she instead turned back.
"Nauda, are you alright?"
"I'm fine." Nauda tried to give Fiyu an encouraging smile, but she was favoring her side, which was covered in blood. "Given enough time, I'll regenerate."
"I hope that we do not have too many combat rooms."
"They've all been varied so far," Theo said. He reached down to pull Nauda to her feet and gestured for them. "Come on, we have to hurry before the others send more curses our way." All he could do was presume that there were rooms for cursing and that other teams had already encountered them.
With the golem down, the portal had already opened. On the other side, they found themselves on a balcony... over an endless pit? Theo blinked as he saw several glowing orbs fall from the ceiling into the darkness, only to reappear at the ceiling. So the chamber was looped vertically via some sort of space-manipulation technique. The Noveni really were putting a lot of resources into this competition.
"What are we even looking at?" Nauda leaned heavily on her staff and stared at the falling orbs. "I have no idea what this is supposed to be."
"Look at the openings." Fiyu pointed toward the sides of the room, where there were a large number of circular openings. "Perhaps something with them?"
Fiyu's senses had taken them far, but here they made her miss the obvious: the colors around the openings were the same as the falling orbs. The orbs seemed to be speeding up as they continued accelerating downward, so retrieving all of them might have been a real challenge.
For a team with different skills. Theo reversed gravity in the center of the chamber and cast anchoring points until he finally got all the spheres to halt in the center.
"I've neutralized gravity over the pit," he explained to the others. "Let's match the colors as fast as possible."
To her credit, Fiyu immediately understood once she started considering the colors. She drifted into the center of the room, by now familiar with operating under his gravitational fields. Nauda joined her, moving a little slowly due to her injury but easily capable of grabbing spheres. Theo joined in and with each sphere deposited in the correctly colored circle, the walls gave off a glow and a chime of approval.
This one really did remind him of a game. Without having to worry about gravity, they finished the room quickly enough: with the last sphere, a new portal on their balcony lit up.
On the other side, they found themselves standing atop a mountain surrounded by nothing but clouds.
"We can't be done..." After staring for a while, Nauda sat down and stared. "This must be another challenge."
"This space is... wrong." Fiyu rubbed her forehead with both hands and frowned. "We are still inside a smaller chamber, but it is using a technique to distort that space. I do not understand what we are meant to do."
For once, Theo had no more idea than they did. There were no objects on the mountaintop to draw his attention and the clouds were even more nondescript than the ones in the real Noven. He spotted mountains in the distance in a few places, but there was nothing marking them out as special and they might not even be real.
Were they supposed to venture beneath the clouds? That was the only idea he had, but if Fiyu was right and they were still inside a chamber, then the clouds were near the base of the cube. He really was baffled about what the challenge was even supposed to be.
"You need to destroy the targets." The disembodied voice returned briefly, then after a long pause continued speaking. "Can you see the targets placed on each mountain? You need to strike them without leaving the mountaintop."
"Really?" Nauda shielded her eyes as she searched futilely. "Maybe if my telescope was fully repaired, but right now I can't see anything."
"They are... very far." Fiyu walked to one edge and focused her senses. "Can you assist me?"
Obviously she meant Theo instead of Nauda, but he wasn't sure how much he could help. He joined her at the edge and tried to extend his gravity senses outward. There was definitely some sort of spatial manipulation that was making his senses go haywire. But even without it, he struggled to help her pinpoint these invisible targets. The fact was that he had been so focused on his soulcrafting that improving his base skills had fallen by the wayside.
Eventually he thought he could feel a dense point just in front of a mountain, and there seemed to be others. Fiyu used his assistance to get the precise angle and then fired a thin stream of light bolts. She needed to correct several times before the target was destroyed, since the artificial mountains were quite far away and even the slightest shift in her fingers would produce a miss.
Future targets fell quicker, but by the time they had destroyed them all, Fiyu was breathing heavily. The fact that she had built a Corporeal Floor was usually an advantage, but it did leave her with less overall cantae. That never would have been a problem if they hadn't faced a challenge that forced her to use so much. Even as they walked toward the portal that appeared in the air, Theo had to wonder just what that challenge was even supposed to be.
Given that one of the officials had spoken to them, something must have been wrong. His best guess was that Noveni had good enough eyesight that the targets jumped out at them. If so, then the room was a test of range and accuracy. Still, something about that idea wriggled in the back of his mind, as if he was missing something...
Theo heard the next room before he saw it. Metal and stone smashing together violently, over and over again. When he fully left the swirling cantae of the portal, he found himself facing a swarm of blocks. Instead of a cube like most of the rooms, they appeared to be at the end of a wide corridor. He couldn't even see the other side through the shifting maze of blocks smashing against one another.
"We have to go through that?" Nauda asked. "I don't see a path through."
"I could, if my new skills were more developed." Fiyu lowered her head as if this was a great failing. "But I fear I cannot, and I would have no way to help you through in any case."
"Let's stay calm and begin testing," Theo said. "See how they respond to interference and look for patterns in the meantime."
His first experiment, as always, was a gravitational field. Either the blocks were immune or the test proctors had increased the difficulty, because the maze of blocks resisted his cantae. He tried a torsion bolt, just in case, but it only damaged part of one block. Smashing through the haze of blocks might be an accepted solution, it would just drain so much stamina that it wouldn't be worth it.
In a strange way, by optimizing himself so much, Theo wasn't well-equipped for these challenges. He had numerous skills that he hadn't even tried, such as his disorientation technique. That was very useful against opponents he would normally face, and not useful at all in this kind of artificial circumstance. All told, he preferred actual efficacy, but it annoyed him now.
The critical exception would have been his tunneling technique. Unfortunately, there was no way it would work for human-sized objects until he was an Authority, so that was a dead end. There did seem to be a pattern of movement, so maybe if he looked long enough...
"Another team just applied a curse." They all groaned, but the disembodied voice continued after only a brief pause. "This challenge will be intensified."
"This is what we get for being first." Nauda grimaced and began rolling her shoulders as if she planned to take a run at the blocks. "I guess we should try something before even more teams target us."
Theo shook his head. "The real question is: where do these curses even come from? Maybe the blessing room changes after the first person? That would be really unfair against the leaders, though."
"Are we sure everyone has the same room order? I mean, I guess we did meet other teams in the spiral room..."
They both trailed off, since there was no point trying to analyze the details. Time was ticking away and Theo doubted this room would be nearly as much of an obstacle to teams including Authorities. Unless they came up with something fast, their attempt would end here.
After the curse, the blocks had begun flowing with fresh cantae and moving more quickly. That would definitely make them more dangerous, but the change in tempo made it easier to see the patterns. There was no clean path all the way through, even for the fastest of soulcrafters. He could occasionally see a hint of the portal on the other side, about three cube-lengths away.
If it had been a game, there would have been a space that opened between the smashing blocks that could be followed through the storm. Here, the pattern seemed to have been tweaked precisely to avoid that solution. There were several points where they could follow retreating blocks deep into the swarm, but they were always decisively cut off by new blocks smashing from other directions.
Fiyu seemed flummoxed, while Nauda could only test her strength against the outer blocks. She was able to slow them with great effort, but once she let go they sped up to rejoin the pattern. There was no creating a new pattern through the blocks, then. Theo honestly didn't see any easy solution, given their limited resources.
"I know what we have to do." Nauda took a deep breath and then handed her staff to Theo. "There's an opening that gets blocked by those two long blocks from the sides. If we all run in, I'll brace myself when they hit. You two should be able to get through the rest if I can buy you a few seconds."
"But Nauda..." Fiyu turned toward the blocks, her senses searching for another path, and then she hung her head. "Are you sure you'll be alright?"
"They said there were safety protocols." Abruptly Nauda grinned at them. "Besides, I owe both of you. You've been carrying me so far and helping me recover... let me do this. Then at least the team can keep moving forward."
Fiyu looked like she wanted to argue, but they didn't have any other good options. Theo got a better grip on Nauda's staff and gave her a nod of respect. Even if her life wasn't in danger, he had a feeling that her plan was going to hurt.
"Alright, on three. One... two..."
When the next opening appeared, they all darted into the swarm of blocks. The first steps were easy: they raced forward until they got past the smaller steel blocks that collided in swift patterns. Then they pulled back as two large stone pieces ground against one another. But when those opened, there would be nothing but the final sprint...
Just in case, Theo ran as hard as he could. Not fast enough. The stone blocks came slamming closed around him and he heard Nauda give a cry of pain.
If she had failed, they all would have been crushed. Theo sprinted the rest of the way. He misjudged one of the patterns and a stone cube struck his hip, but he skidded out of the swarm on the other side. Fiyu emerged a moment later, immediately looking back.
Through the swarm of cubes, they could just see Nauda struggling to hold apart the two largest rock platforms. She was braced in between them, her arms shaking as she struggled to hold them apart. Theo began calculating a perpendicular gravitational field, to try to pull her out, and then he saw stone blocks closing in from above and below.
"Go!" Nauda shouted the word at them and then all the blocks slammed in on her.
A cacophony exploded from the maze of blocks as they ricocheted against one another in patterns that had never been intended. When they resumed their former pattern, there was no sign of Nauda. Fiyu shuffled closer to Theo's side and grasped his sleeve.
"A technique warping space pulled Nauda out," Fiyu said quietly. "That means she's alright, yes?"
"They don't let anyone get killed in competitions like these," Theo said. He gestured for Fiyu to follow him into the next portal. "Let's keep going and make sure her strategy works."
Even though his words were true, Theo felt like he was trying to convince himself. As he stepped into the next portal, he glanced backward toward the shifting deathtrap. The sides of the stone blocks were stained with a lot of blood.




Chapter 6

After the violence of the deathtrap, the office felt disturbingly quiet. Empty but for another desk, this one staffed by a young Noveni woman. She beamed at them when they emerged from the portal.
"Down to two, huh? Well, take heart, because most teams don't make it this far at all."
"What's this one?" Theo asked.
"Your first Room of Cursing!" The official gestured cheerfully for them to come closer and then pointed at the model spire on her desk. "You can see how far every team is here, then you get to choose one of them. That makes sense, right? Sometimes foreigners have trouble with the translation. You're foreigner-foreigners, right? You don't look very Noveni."
The tower was an exact model of their location made from golden wires. Unfortunately, when he looked closer he didn't see any clear indicators of rooms or anything like a map. There were simply specks of light that gave off little word-like wisps. If he was reading it correctly, they were the "foreigner" light and they were still ahead of the other groups, but not by much.
Even though speed was still a priority, Theo knew that room difficulty would increasingly be what slowed them down, so he took a moment to examine the other specks. It looked like all three Dortorus teams were still moving up the spire, with Gatrium in the middle of the pack. He also saw specks labeled Jadadictus and Terefilia relatively far up. All those further down he assumed had stalled out on a challenge.
"May we see our comrades?" Fiyu asked.
The woman blinked. "I just sit in this room and handle the curse rules. Speaking of which, have you decided who you want to curse yet? I can explain more if you want, but your team has already been targeted twice, so I think you know how it works."
"Does this give any information about what challenges the other teams are facing?" Theo asked. "Or how many team members they have left?"
"Nothing like that, just relative progress. And don't try to guess based on your experience, because if you haven't figured it out yet, the room order is randomized."
So much for that strategy. Looking at all the team representations, Theo found that he just didn't care. "Can we skip this one?"
"Curse no one?" The official blinked again and regarded them as if wondering how they got in. "You have to bless someone, but there's no rule about needing to use a curse."
"Then we'll just move on." Theo glanced toward Fiyu for confirmation, but she nodded to him. They moved around the desk toward the next portal.
Currently, Theo didn't know the politics of the competition enough for the cursing to be a strategic decision, and he doubted that he could keep the other teams back for long. Both his curses had been anonymous, but if the system was run by Noveni officials, he was willing to bet that others would learn. No reason to make any enemies in their very first competition when they'd already drawn enough attention.
When they stepped into the next room, Theo immediately recognized the glass and silver layout. This representation of a soulhome was much more complex, with pipes emerging from the floor and spanning several tiers. One of the pipes near the bottom still ran to the exit portal, though, so the final goal seemed unchanged.
"Oh... this one is a bit difficult." Fiyu shuffled to one of the corners. "The flow is very wrong here. I will fix it."
She'd received a good soulcrafting education, so she'd definitely be able to solve the puzzle eventually, but Theo thought it might take her a while. He suspected the first puzzle was meant to weed out incompetents, whereas this one was designed to be a true challenge. It definitely tested your ability to hold a large pattern in your mind... but he had been doing exactly that for decades on Earth.
While Fiyu fixed self-contained sections of the soulhome, Theo tackled the broader flow. This design was an unusual one with several different wings, but it still followed the same principles. When he finally directed all the water toward the door, he waited for it to open... nothing.
"I am not sure..." Fiyu was hesitating around a previous section, looking to fine tune the pipes, but he doubted that a few small changes would redirect enough water.
No, the problem had to be elsewhere. Theo looked back to the center of the blueprint and found a section where the water sloshed excessively in the pipes and lost a lot of momentum. This flow might have worked for him, but apparently the creators of the trial hadn't assumed a high degree of control. When he switched to a simpler pattern, more water flowed directly through the center and reached the door.
When he and Fiyu stepped through, they found themselves in an empty room. This one was circular but otherwise free of ornaments or obvious puzzles. After several seconds of concentration, Fiyu shook her head to indicate she felt nothing hidden.
"Please wait," a voice told them from the ceiling. Every announcement sounded a bit strange, but Theo thought that at least three different people had spoken to them.
"Are they doing this just to slow us down?" He directed the question to Fiyu and she floundered at the rhetorical question.
"I do not know. Perhaps the voice is a trick?"
"It is not." The official was back, proving that they were listening closely. "You simply need to wait for the next group to reach this section. Two teams enter and only one can proceed. Ah... here we are."
A section of the wall beside where they had entered lit up in a portal, so Theo and Fiyu retreated to a safer distance. The Gatrium Authority with his blue mask entered - he appeared to have lost all three of his teammates, but there wasn't a scratch on him. Instead of trying to attack, he sauntered to the center of the chamber.
"You've done well to come this far, but you can't beat me." He stretched his gray wings to their full extension as he rolled his shoulders. "But you could waste my time. If you surrender and help me stay ahead of the Dortorus teams, I'll grant you one of my blessings next month."
"No thanks." Theo was interested by the idea of exchanging favors across rounds of the competition, but he didn't trust this man and he wasn't going to surrender so easily.
"Don't you fools understand how this works? If you fight me, I'll make sure you go back so injured you won't recover in time for the next round!"
Fiyu went invisible and the masked man flinched.
"Fools! I can tear you limb from limb!" Cantae rushed around him in a blue aura, and though Theo didn't see any weaknesses in his power, he had seen that flinch. This Authority seemed too desperate to avoid the fight, which only motivated them to start it.
Theo began by casting a gravitational field and he was surprised to see his opponent stagger. The Authority began flooding cantae around himself to keep from floating to the ceiling, but he was clearly struggling. According to Nauda's intelligence he had ascended a full month ago, so could he really have so little control? Maybe he'd focused on other skills in preparation for the contest.
In any case, Theo decided to take the fight completely seriously. He began hurling torsion bolts and watched as the Authority struggled to negate them. Something wasn't right about the way he fought, as if his cantae flow was bizarrely distorted...
Then Fiyu cut across the back of his legs. He dropped to his knees with a cry of pain and she fell on him, her cantae blade at his throat... but she hesitated. Even though she had their opponent pinned, Fiyu looked toward Theo with a puzzled expression. He agreed: figuring out this oddity might be more important to the contest overall than a little time saved.
"Did you cheat to get to Authority?" Theo asked.
"I didn't che... unhand me! No prince of Noven should be treated like this!"
Instead, Theo walked forward and pulled off the man's mask. As soon as it came free, the Authority's cantae shuddered... and it became clear that he was no Authority. The quality of his cantae immediately dropped to a Ruler's and damage appeared on his body and clothes. It seemed like he had been suffering the injuries he had been pretending to shrug off.
"That is... an impressive deception." Fiyu pulled back, her eyes so wide Theo could see a hint of them even through her face plate. "I do not know how such a thing could be accomplished."
"Neither do I." Theo examined the mask carefully. It was clearly made of sublime materials, but he'd never heard of an armament capable of something like that. He lowered it and looked back to the fake Authority. "Doesn't matter. Do you surrender, or do we need to send you back?"
"You ruined everything!" The Gatrium man took a swipe at him, but his injuries were too severe to put strength behind it. "This was supposed to be the Gatrium lineage's chance to show our worth... everything was going so well, then you fools..."
Clearly he'd been counting on his armament to impress the judges and intimidate other contestants. Given his reputation after the first round, it had apparently worked, then he'd simply had bad luck running into two Rulers who wouldn't hesitate to fight an Authority. Theo almost felt bad for the raging man, as his anger was devolving into sobs, but he still had a contest to win.
Before he could finish the man off, Fiyu stepped beside him and took the mask. She bent down next to the fallen Noveni and extended it to him. "We do not mean to steal your armament," she said. "Why don't you take it and leave under your own power?"
"Don't mock me!" The Gatrium contestant knocked the mask out of her hands before falling onto his face. Fiyu lowered her head and drew back.
"Do we need to make him surrender?" Theo asked the air. "I won't hesitate if that's what it takes."
The official who had spoken to them didn't answer out loud, but the portal onward appeared. Theo smiled and ran into the next chamber.
~ ~ ~
Fiyu was no longer enjoying the Wakespire. The early chambers had been fair tests of their abilities, but now it seemed that the organizers were intentionally trying to eliminate her and her companions. If the intended goal was to make all the competitors continue until they failed, she hated the very idea of this contest.
Poor Friend Nauda had sacrificed herself so they could move forward. Fiyu forced herself to face the sublime beast in front of them.
In any other context, Fiyu would have retreated. The beast appeared to be a sphere composed almost entirely of four different jaws that met together at the front. She could see beady little eyes between the jaws as well as various crystalline spikes from the sides of its body, but otherwise it appeared to be all mouth.
More alarmingly, the creature's natural soulhome had more than three rings, which meant it was roughly comparable to an Authority. This would certainly be an occasion to retreat and find a relative.
"Well, let's try this..." Friend Theo didn't attempt to use his usual technique because the creature flew under its own power, instead beginning with experimental bolts.
One damaged the sublime beast's hide, but it immediately opened its jaws and roared. Within its jaws burned a fiery mass of white-hot cantae that exploded outward, forcing them to leap in opposite directions. Fiyu caught her breath and then let her stealth flow over her body.
Almost immediately the beast turned toward her. Its body jerked from side to side, small eyes searching, and then it peeled back its jaws even further. The glowing mass at its core began rushing in all directions, trying to wipe away other techniques. With her Corporeal Floor, Fiyu was unaffected and began to creep closer, hoping that she could end the fight with a precise strike.
Before she got close, the sublime beast began unleashing cantae beams in all directions. They moved very quickly, forcing her to retreat to a safer distance. Unfortunately, she doubted that such a powerful beast would exhaust itself soon enough for her to take advantage.
Abruptly the beast collapsed to the ground, writhing. Friend Theo must have been using one of his new techniques... but the beast was already adapting. The crystals on its back began to glow with the same fiery light at its core and the beast rose. This time it was targeting Friend Theo, nearly catching him with another of its dangerous bursts.
If they had been at their best and had Friend Nauda at their side... but that was a fantasy. Fiyu realized that they had few chances. The sublime beast was too intelligent and perceptive to allow Friend Theo to charge his best technique. She had little to offer, with her soulhome still struggling to refill itself. Her only hope was to put all she had into a single attempt to cripple the beast.
While it was distracted, Fiyu leapt at its back. At the last second she summoned her cantae blade around her hand with all her new strength, just before she cut across the beast's flank.
Her blade sliced one of the crystals in half, but ground to a halt against the beast's gnarled flesh before she could sever one of its jaws. It roared in pain and began to turn. No time. Fiyu struck again, severing another crystal and hoping she could cut off the entire-
Dozens of needles caught her shoulder and agony shot through her body. Then suddenly she was falling and striking a soft pad.
Fiyu lay on her back, gasping for breath. The sublime beast must have turned faster than she had realized, using its superior speed to bite her. Not only did her body feel somewhat burned from its fiery core, she could feel the points of pain all down her chest and back. Clearly, she had been rescued, but not before she had been injured.
"Fiyu!"
The voice of a friend broke through her shock and Fiyu struggled to sit up. Friend Nauda was beside her, bloody but thankfully not ground to pulp. She moved forward as if to touch her, then immediately pulled back, all her muscles going tense.
"Nauda." Fiyu smiled at her friend and reached up to take her hand. Once they touched, Friend Nauda used her strength to help her to her feet. "I am glad to see you well."
"They let you take a nasty hit before pulling you out." Friend Nauda winced and touched her side. "There have been others coming through and some of them have broken bones or worse injuries. This is ridiculous."
"I do not like this competition."
"That's how they get you." It wasn't Friend Nauda but an unknown Noveni who sat at the side of the chamber, one of his wings apparently broken. Friend Nauda's back relaxed slightly when she turned to him, so he must have been known to her. The man gave a wry smile. "It only pulls you out before a lethal blow, so you can take heavy injuries. The Dortorus teams are using that to eliminate the competition."
"Not much of an excuse," Friend Nauda said. "Isorales, this is Fiyu, one of my teammates. I didn't see you fall through."
"Oh, I came through the next room over. When I realized that I wouldn't be able to make it much further, I failed out in a way that wouldn't cripple me."
While the two of them spoke, Fiyu examined the room more carefully. It was another cube, much like those in the Wakespire tower, but this one had windows along one side that revealed the normal Noveni landscape around them. There was a space for portals to appear on the ceiling, dropping failed contestants onto a soft pad. Through the doors Fiyu could sense several identical rooms, many of them filled with heavily injured contestants.
As they retreated from the room, Fiyu remained closer to her friend. "Nauda, is it possible to watch the progress of the others?"
"Apparently the princes and judges have special windows," Friend Nauda said, "but for the rest of us there are only big model towers. I was watching your light and hoping you made it through."
"I am fine, Nauda." In truth, she was still shaken from her near death. She desperately wanted to either be alone or be with Relative Guchiro, but she was glad to have Friend Nauda with her.
"Are you sure?" Friend Nauda's glance suggested that Fiyu had not been successful at hiding her emotions. "You look like you took a burn and something sharp really tore into you. I've been working on my healing, so I could try..."
"Yes, please do."
"I'll need to touch you to do it, though."
"That is acceptable. You may proceed."
They entered the room just outside the entry point, which included various benches around a large model of the spire. This one gave more information than the smaller versions Fiyu had seen within the tower, but she was too weary to examine it. Despite what she had said, the injuries remaining did pain her significantly.
"Alright, move your cloak out of the way and I'll do what I can for these cuts." Friend Nauda took her to a sheltered corner of the room and laid her hand on her shoulder very gingerly.
Her touch was not unwelcome and it carried with it a wave of healing cantae. Yet, as she healed Fiyu's shoulder bites, Friend Nauda's heartbeat increased rapidly. This saddened Fiyu: her friend was still so nervous about offending her that even a healing touch made her nervous. Navigating the differences between worlds was difficult, but she would try to find a way to reassure her. Perhaps Relative Guchiro could advise her after the competition.
In the room beside them, another contestant fell from the ceiling, screaming and scattering blood in all directions.
As the pain of her injuries eased, Fiyu's senses wandered back to the central spire. It was not amenable to her normal senses, so she was forced to use her eyes to track the small flicker of light that represented Friend Theo. Now he traveled alone against the dangers of the Wakespire.




Chapter 7

When Theo finally entered the next portal, he was limping. That sublime beast had been a nasty customer that he wasn't sure he could have beaten without Fiyu destroying several of its crystals. Even after that, it had become a grueling battle to whittle down the creature before it could pin him down. Before he finished it off, it had struck him several times with cantae bursts and gnawed on one of his legs.
To add insult to literal injury, just when he was about to finish it off, it had vanished just like the contestants. He knew that the Noveni couldn't afford to throw away such powerful resources, but he had been looking forward to killing the thing.
Fortunately, the next room didn't seem to be combat-oriented. There was a gap in the floor, then a series of swiftly moving clay targets on the opposite wall. That shouldn't be a problem. His blueprint's efficiency meant that he wasn't hurting for cantae, even after the previous fight, so he had been most worried about stressing his injured body. This chamber would give him a chance to recover a little.
"Just take out the targets?" He asked the question to the air, but the trial proctors didn't answer.
He raised a hand and began casting torsion bolts. It took him a couple tries, as the targets were made of a sublime material that somewhat deflected cantae. Not well enough: a precisely-placed bolt would still break apart the clay. Alert for any additional threats, Theo simply began taking out the targets left to right.
Just when he was beginning to think that there was no hidden obstacle, he saw clay slip from out of the darkness and reform a target. He immediately took it out, but there were others rising. Soon they were reforming faster than he could fire torsion bolts.
Recognizing a losing strategy, Theo stopped and just watched the targets as they returned to their original position. This would have been a perfect opportunity for Fiyu to eliminate them all with a lightstorm, but he'd have to cobble together another solution.
First he tried forming a larger, slower moving torsion bolt that would persist through multiple targets. When he launched it into the center, the targets rerouted around the bolt instead of crashing into it. No luck. A singularity might have been able to destroy them all, but he didn't want to waste so much cantae, especially if there was a chance that they'd still be able to evade.
Gravitational fields and points of mass managed to push the targets around, which was good for setup. Once he had the positions as good as he thought he could manage, and confirmed he had no other ideas, Theo hurled several bolts and tore apart the clusters.
Or at least a significant portion of them. Some of the targets escaped, others were flying out of range, and they'd start regenerating any second.
Theo started destroying the remaining targets... and he realized that he wasn't fast enough. He had never relied on torsion bolts as a primary technique, so he hadn't realized the limitations. Even though his flow was flawless, always providing cantae from his spherical pattern, something was slowing him down. It couldn't be the mental process: he was trying to shape another bolt and his cantae simply wasn't reacting fast enough.
The first target began to slide up from the shadows. Theo let out a roar and released everything he could: not just torsion bolts, but generic spheres of cantae and even less formed attacks.
For a moment he was afraid that even that wasn't going to be enough. The last bolt left his fingers weakly and he staggered backward, but it destroyed the last remaining target. Once they were all down, the fragments dropped into the shadows and the portal onward shimmered open. Technically he should have floated into it, but instead Theo dropped to his knees and considered his near-failure. Long term soulcrafting was more important than one little contest.
So far, his strategies had always involved decisive techniques instead of raw volume and he had no intention of spamming attacks. Yet lacking the capacity felt like a weakness. As the speed of his opponents increased, being able to use techniques rapidly would only become more important. Surely there was some way to improve that. Perhaps it could even speed up how swiftly he could generate singularities.
Regardless, that was a problem he wouldn't solve right then. Theo idly considered if his blueprint was flexible enough to accommodate a change as he limped into the next portal.
On the other side, he saw the same Noveni woman from earlier. "Hello! Welcome to-"
"Blessing or curse?" Theo belted out the question as he lifted into the air and flew across the room.
"Uh, curse. I'm alwa-"
"Skip!" He flew over her desk and directly toward the wall. Thankfully, the next portal appeared just before he arrived and he floated into the next cube.
No... not a cube. The chamber's base was the same size and shape as so many others, but when he looked up he saw that the walls extended far higher. There were handholds at various places along them, which he barely noticed compared to the obstacles floating in the air. Not as dense as the maze of blocks, but there were blades and spikes and small floating clusters he had a bad feeling were explosives.
Fortunately, he had no need for the handholds. Theo cast a gravitational field just strong enough that he began accelerating upwards at a slow rate. Given how the challenges had been worsening, he needed to assume that the obstacles would be fast enough and lethal enough that he couldn't simply rush through them.
The first layer was composed of four blades that spun at the same height, occasionally crossing one another. All he needed to do was slip through, then-
"Another team has applied a curse. The difficulty will be intensified."
Stone crumbling below drew his attention and Theo saw the floor fall away into darkness. It looked like the walls were beginning to crumble as well. Even though he was flying, the bottom of the shaft might be composed of spatial manipulation, so he had to hurry.
He slipped through the blades easily enough, then dodged around a series of slamming blocks. A small metal cluster exploded into hundreds of flechettes that swarmed him without warning. Theo instinctively cast a point of anti-mass in front of him, bending their arcs away. But he still couldn't generate a powerful enough effect and few struck him. Most scraped off his coat, but a few penetrated.
Leaving the darts in his flesh, Theo tried to hurry onward before any more could explode. He was half-way up the chamber and ahead of the rising darkness, so all he needed to do was keep up the pace.
"Another team has applied a curse." The voice at least had the decency to sound a little surprised and not repeat the entire phrase.
A wall of stone manifested above him, the length and breadth of the column. It began to descend, scraping against the sides and sweeping up traps as it fell. Theo grimaced and increased his pace while he generated a small singularity between his hands. The wall looked impossible to avoid, so he needed to break through.
When the singularity hit, to his surprise it didn't immediately absorb the wall - it must have been composed of Authority-tier materials. But it was just an obstacle, not a real Authority, so Theo increased the cantae flowing to his singularity. As it finally began consuming the stone, he flew upward and crashed through it, smashing apart the barrier.
He'd taken several injuries on the way from traps that hadn't been consumed, but he was through. Now all that was left...
"Uh... one more curse." As soon as the voice spoke, a second wall of stone plummeted from the ceiling, carrying a swarm of traps along with it.
"Are you kidding me?" Theo barely had time to curse before the wall was on him. He tried to back up or generate another singularity, but it was too late: the stone slammed into his body and threw him down into the darkness.
Theo landed somewhere soft, though he still had a dart digging into his back. His entire body ached from the impact of the stone and the disorientation from the spatial movement was almost as bad. Since his body had taken a beating, Theo didn't try to force it and instead used gravitational fields to lift himself into the air.
He was in some kind of chamber where losing members were dropped, based on the number of injured contestants he saw around him. Well, losing might be relative. As far as he knew, he had been ahead of the crowd for most of the spire, and he thought everyone climbed until they failed. Depending on how their performance was scored, he might have done well.
It was strange that Fiyu and Nauda were nowhere to be seen. Even as he floated out of the room, one of the Dortorus Authorities crashed down behind him and was met by other golden-winged Noveni. Maybe his friends had gone to wait with Guchiro.
Outside the entrance room, Theo noticed a large model of the spire. There were only a few sparks left, and even as he watched, the remaining teams spluttered out. As far as he could tell, everyone in the contest had reached their limits. Just as he began wondering what would happen next, flaming text lit up along one wall.
Wakespire: Second Round
1) Belated Foreigners - 195
2) Dortorus Gamma - 155
3) Terefilia Underclouders - 135
4) Dortorus Alpha - 120
5) Gatrium Lineage - 110
6) Jadadictus Alpha - 105
7) Dortorus Beta - 100
8) Ugustial Beta - 85
9) Jadadictus Beta - 80
Fascinating. They apparently posted a "top nine" instead of ten, though that was a minor cultural curiosity. What mattered more was that Theo and his friends were the "Belated Foreigners" at the top of the chart.
Theo eagerly pored over the numbers, trying to deduce the underlying system. He had the impression that it didn't have a large subjective component based on the round numbers, but there were too many unknown variables. Before he could try any equations, a second wall lit up with flaming text. This one appeared to be the overall rankings for the entire competition and he turned toward them eagerly.
Then powerful cantae grabbed hold of him and tore him from the room. Theo staggered as he was dropped onto polished white flagstones. He was nowhere near the spire now, instead standing on a severed mountaintop.
Fiyu and Nauda were waiting nearby and they smiled at his appearance. He was glad they were alright, but he had no time to greet them. This mountaintop wasn't entirely flat: the flagstones rose toward one end where a series of marble thrones arced around a third of the peak. Noveni princes sat in each of the thrones, watching them impassively.
"So this is the foreign team that caused so much trouble." One of the Noveni had a booming voice, even though he sat leaning against one arm. His eyes narrowed as he looked over them. "It's time to discuss all the suspicious circumstances of your ascent."




Chapter 8

If that morning anyone had asked Theo what he needed, he could have given them a lot of answers. More weirkeys, social capital, lighteggs, and dozens of other sublime materials.
"An inquisition of Noveni princes" would not have been on his list.
Nine princes sat on nine thrones, all of them white-winged except for a couple with gold wings and a slumped old man with black. About half women, but Noven used the title "prince" for basically everyone. Based on his past experience, he presumed that these nine were local powers overseeing the competition. He had been called before an inquisition before and he very much doubted that this one would end so neatly.
"What was suspicious about our ascent?" Theo asked with all the dignity he could muster. That wasn't much, after getting knocked around in the final round, but it helped that his clothes were cleaning and repairing themselves even as he spoke.
"Nothing has yet been proven." The woman sitting in the middle seat shot a glance toward the bored-looking man, then regarded Theo and his allies imperiously. "This inquisition seeks first to reward you for your accomplishments, but also to safeguard the Wakespire against future impropriety."
"Ridiculous," the bored man said, still without leaving his position. "That girl clearly knew every single detail about the room of darkness. These foreigners come out of nowhere, giving the officials no time to investigate them, and then take the first place in the entire competition? It's absurd to pretend they aren't mercenaries planted by some grasping lineage."
"But none of that has been proven," the woman in the center said.
After a pause, a lean man at the end of the row spoke quietly. "Perhaps everyone should remember that Prince Dortorus is hardly a neutral party. The teams from his own lineage performed much worse due to the new arrivals."
"Everyone here is an interested party, stone-fondler." Prince Dortorus managed to scowl at the new speaker without straightening. The other princes responded with neutrality except for one of the younger men, who rolled his eyes.
In theory they could speak for themselves, but in practice as foreigners below Authority, their words carried little weight. Theo gestured for Fiyu to calm herself, since the ongoing argument was clearly distressing her, and tried to understand the balance as quickly as possible. Circumstances had prevented him from going into the political mess with sufficient intelligence, so he'd need to play catch-up.
The woman in the center, whose name he never caught, was clearly playing arbiter and so she was probably the head of the largest lineage. The bored man and the other Dortorus weren't being subtle about pushing their own interests. So far Theo hadn't figured out the lean man who had interrupted, only gotten his name as Prince Jadadictus. None of the others stuck out to him except a grouchy-looking old man with black wings at the opposite end.
"Princes of Ugustial!" Theo spoke up just enough to get their attention, not enough to be rude, and gave his best local bow. "I believe I can explain our misstep. My comrade hails from a world that lacks the brilliance of Noven's suns. They have hindered her every step of the way, but in darkness, she was uniquely suited to guide us."
He gestured toward Fiyu, who didn't need any prompting to look nervous. Compared to all the white and gold, her dark outfit and murky mask certainly stuck out and granted credibility to his argument. Of course, it always came down to power in the end, and his logic would only hold so far.
"The suns didn't seem to slow her down in the other chambers," Prince Dortorus argued. "And this one had that strange hovering ability. They solved the puzzles instantly too. I ask the gathered princes, is it really believable that this team arrived with no knowledge of the test?"
"If you were watching," Theo said before any of the others could speak, "you must have seen us flounder. I still do not understand the intent of the mountaintop room. Might it have been designed for Noveni competitors, leaving us uniquely unsuited to the task?"
Prince Dortorus started to object again, but he was cut off by the black-winged man. "If you dismiss everyone who has soulcrafted themselves an advantage, the whole Wakespire will be pointless." The elderly Noveni, who must have been Ractifus Terefilia, sat back in his chair. "Enough chatter. Give them their rewards and be done with it."
"Not so fast!" Prince Dortorus finally lowered his hand and sat up straight. "They granted their blessing to the Jadadictus team, despite allegedly not knowing them and in return for nothing. What could explain this action?"
Theo started to speak up, but one of the other princes spoke louder. They began to argue with one another and Theo realized that his opportunity might have passed. He thought he had made an impact on a few, so he didn't think the princes would all vote against them, but they were clearly facing an uphill battle in which they had little standing.
At that moment, the cantae of an Authority echoed in the sky. Seconds later, Guchiro was streaking toward them.
Guards emerged from around the mountaintop, including a surprising number of Authorities, though they struck Theo as weak. They raised spears of light, some to defend the plateau and others to arrest Guchiro. Several beams of light emerged and pinned him in place, but judging from his expression, Guchiro was staying there more out of courtesy than anything.
"Oh, isn't that the patron of the team?" One of the younger princes spoke up first and conspicuously swung his head between Guchiro and Fiyu. "They certainly match. Tell me, what Authority class are you?"
"I have not been ranked in your world," Guchiro answered quietly, "but if your guards continue to stand between me and my ward, I will demonstrate my strength for you."
Even though the princes included Authorities and likely even Strongholds, they flinched at his words. The guards lowered their spears and allowed him to the descend to the mountaintop, where he was greeted much more civilly. Again, the power made all the difference - another reason Theo needed to get to Authority as fast as possible.
But that aside, he was intrigued by the hints he'd heard about "classes" of Authorities. As soon as he wasn't rushing between objectives, he wanted to learn more about it.
"My ward and her allies came to participate honestly in your contest." Guchiro folded his arms behind his back and panned his gaze across the thrones while he spoke. "They bring with them both advantages and disadvantages. You may not be aware that Noveni eyesight is far keener than the average in the Nine Worlds, but some of your tests were predicated on it. Decide the rules of your contest as you see fit, but decide them fairly."
None of the others dared respond to his speech, instead exchanging many glances. Prince Dortorus leaned and glowered, Ractifus Terefilia sighed, and the others seemed to agree. After making eye contact with everyone, the leader spoke.
"You will be given full points for the chamber, as already awarded, but in the future this contestant will no longer be able to participate in darkness chambers. No accommodations will be made for the ranged chamber, but all other abilities will be permitted without further objection. Is that agreeable?"
Since all the princes were nodding, Theo had no choice but to agree as well. Actually, he had to suppress a smile. They would regret that wording in the next round.
"If there are no other issues, then let us move on to the rewards." The lead prince gave them all a well-practiced smile even as she waved to the guards. "For taking the first place in today's competition, we have a number of sublime materials for you, in addition to monetary rewards and your choice from the sublime legacy."
The guards came forward two at a time, carrying wide golden chests between them. Some appeared to contain the main rewards or an over-sized book, but the first was set just in front of him and opened. The inside was lined with white silk and contained a number of sublime materials. Shining spheres of metal, chips of ivory, coils of gleaming copper... none of it generating very much cantae.
Since the princes appeared to be speaking to one another, Theo and the others had some time to examine their rewards. "What do we do with this?" Nauda asked.
"I believe these are materials for Immortality Conduits," Guchiro said. "Not worthy compared to the greater prizes, but worthwhile as an additional reward."
"Indeed!" One of the princes beamed down at them. "You've proved yourselves to have great potential, so you deserve long lives to fulfill that potential. But never fear, this is not the end of our generosity. Please accept this small token of money, then you are all permitted one request each from the day's rewards."
The second chest contained a large collection of golden coins - allegedly a thousand "Ustian Shining Crowns" - but he didn't care about that. Theo realized that this city, lacking easy connections to other worlds, likely used its own currency, not even craftgems. Previously he had mostly ignored money because he'd always had enough, but that was going to be harder for him as an older man.
None of that particularly mattered, especially now that the guards were bringing out an over-sized golden book listing the rewards. Theo didn't need to look at it. "For my reward, I want the lighteggs."
The guards immediately moved to open one of the cases, and for a moment Theo thought that his goal was finally within reach. Then Prince Dortorus raised a hand and they all halted. The prince leaned forward, making no effort to hide the falseness of his smile, and boomed at them.
"Let me apologize for my accusations. I will use my prerogative as one of the judges to increase your reward even further: in place of the lighteggs, let us grant you three mighty heavenspears. These sublime materials will allow you to advance to Authority in an instant."
And they probably hindered further development. Theo didn't know what a "heavenspear" was, but he was sure that Prince Dortorus was sabotaging them. Given the politics of Noven, that was likely to be a problem.
"A worthy gift!" one of the older princes said. "With such power, we look forward to your performance in the next round."
"Your generosity is astounding," Theo said. "I don't think our performance deserves so much wealth. The humble lighteggs would be more than enough for us, more than we had dreamed of soulcrafting for this entire competition."
He'd hoped that he could hint that they might leave without basically committing extortion in front of the city's leaders. But as he looked across the faces of the princes, he knew that they wouldn't allow him to refuse. This was technically an improved gift, since ascension materials were far rarer than difficult-to-use substances like the lighteggs. Either the Dortorus teams wanted the eggs for themselves or they were blocking him out of sheer petty spite.
"No, I insist," Prince Dortorus said. His smile sealed it for Theo: the lineages were happy with this outcome and confident that they could stop him from acquiring any further prizes. "Your excellent performance has inspired us, so please take the heavenspears with our blessing."
"Wait." Nauda finally stepped forward, and though she looked uncomfortable at first, she could certainly speak loudly when she wanted to. "Thank you for your unrivaled generosity. Truly, my heart sings that you have fulfilled my companion's request to overflowing. But the lighteggs were his request, not ours. Surely we are allowed to choose as well?"
The princes shifted in surprise and Theo had to suppress the urge to stare at Nauda. It was a bold strategy and he had to admit that he didn't know if it would work. The logic of the way he'd made his request roughly tracked, but it would come down to local culture and politics. He might know this city, but he didn't know it well enough to be sure.
"I fear that my ward will be unable to use your gifts of light," Guchiro said before the princes could speak. "She would be grateful to choose something better suited to her soulhome. We would be happy to return a heavenspear in the spirit of fairness."
Judging from the way Prince Dortorus scowled, that had been a blow well struck. After making so much of his generosity, he couldn't demand his gift back. Still, he leaned on one arm and dug in his heels.
"Keep the spears with my blessing!" Prince Dortorus boomed. "But this is most irregular. The sublime legacy will only extend so far, and we cannot give it to the unwort-"
He was cut off by a loud snort from Ractifus Terefilia. The old man cast them a sharp glance, as if making it clear that he knew what they were doing and didn't care, then turned to the other princes. "We've deliberated long enough on this nonsense. Let them choose and get on with it, before I die of old age."
The great book was again brought forward by the guards. Technically the gifts were for Nauda and Fiyu, but Theo moved closer with them to examine the potential rewards. Nauda had been too tired to explain them the previous night, and he had only cared about the lighteggs, so he wasn't sure what was available.
Most of the sublime materials that day seemed to be devoted to enhancement or preparation for an ascension. Despite the elaborate nature of the whole Wakespire, Theo realized that it had a definite logic. Each month granted materials that the contestants would be able to use to take the next logical step. By the end of the Wakespire, the city would have a new generation of Authorities and Ugustial as a whole would be greatly strengthened. No wonder the judges were interested in disqualifying meddling foreigners snapping up prizes. All the increased commerce probably made a fortune for the merchants of the city, but not enough to equal their best materials.
Picking a material proved more difficult than interpreting the contest. Fiyu discovered what she wanted quickly enough: there was a sublime gas called cloudshadow from the lower side of Noven that would fit her soulhome. Nauda appeared to be having more trouble, especially since there weren't many materials themed to life or death.
While considering options for her, Theo suddenly reread one of the other entries. Something called an "alacrispark" claimed to increase the fundamental speed of cantae flow, especially for using techniques. That might be exactly what he needed. The feel of it was all wrong, but the raw potential...
"What about this?" He tapped on the entry while whispering in Nauda's ear. "I know I'm taking your reward, but if I can-"
"I said I wanted to carry you for once, didn't I?" She didn't even glance at him, just marched forward and declared that she wanted the alacrispark.
With all their materials collected, they were finally allowed to leave the mountaintop. One more portal, generated by the lead prince, deposited them beside the spire's base, next to their sleigh. After all the chaos, Theo was glad to sink down into one of the middle seats. It didn't seem like so much could have happened in a single day, but their encounter with the Wakespire was just beginning.
"Buncha fumpets..." Senka sat up, mumbled a string of nonsense, and promptly rolled over to sleep again. Theo pushed the corner of a blanket over her and let her rest.
"So we made it out." Nauda sat in the front seat, but didn't begin driving yet. "I'll do my best to heal all our injuries, then what we need more than anything is a night of sleep. Or do you all have a bunch of soulcrafting that you absolutely need to do right now?"
"Hey, I could use a break too," Theo said. All he planned to do that night was craft a bunch of shell bricks, because he could do that while half-asleep.
"Then... we don't have to rush? We can actually get to know Noven?"
"It would be wise to do so," Guchiro said. Fiyu bobbed her head in enthusiastic agreement. "Many aspects of today were made more complicated by our lack of understanding. If you are truly invested in this competition, you need to be able to play their games."
"I was impressed to hear you speak so much!" Fiyu's smile broadened further than he'd ever seen it before. "I didn't know you could do that!"
"It is a necessary skill, but not a pleasant one."
Guchiro sat back and Theo realized that he'd probably had his fill of interaction. He might have mastery of himself, but he was still from a particularly reclusive Ichili culture in the end. Both he and Fiyu settled back, probably happy to say nothing else for the remainder of the day.
Which left Nauda glancing at him. "Can I count on you to join me for anything?" she asked. "Or do you need to soulcraft alone the entire time?"
"There's some soulcrafting I need to do in public." Theo gave her a wry grin and gestured toward the controls. "We don't have time to waste, but we do have an entire month. There should be enough time for everything."
"Great. Ugustial, here we come."




Chapter 9

Nauda woke up early, expecting the time to be irrelevant, and was pleasantly surprised to find herself exploring a new city. Though it was still bright, this "dawn" time was actually meaningfully different: there were only three suns in the sky and one of them was a dimmer violet sun that cast all the gold in pleasant shades. All the purple even reminded her a little of Slest. She much preferred this time of day to all the brilliance, but a fourth sun was already peeking over the horizon by the time she began her errands.
Walking around the city with less time pressure allowed her to see the beauty. It wasn't just all the golden palaces that had first distracted her: it was the shifting light. Plates and lenses constantly shifted above the city in patterns she didn't understand. The result were pools of shade where the surfaces took a rest from glimmering and beams of sunlight that offered comforting warmth.
She had been afraid that the Noveni would treat her suspiciously and instead found herself mostly ignored. A few adults looked back a second time, then turned away as if remembering they were supposed to be superior. One child with truly adorable little wing tufts pointed at her and hooted before parents shushed him.
So far, every region she had explored had appeared wealthy. She didn't believe that everyone could possibly be so well-off, but then again, many Fithans believed the same about Tatian. For now, she simply held a bit of skepticism in her mind and enjoyed what she could from the city.
The average soulcrafter was stronger than she expected, and there were more soulcrafters on the streets than she was used to, but there was something odd about the distribution. She thought it might be the lack of diversity compared to Norro Yorthin before deciding against that hypothesis. Her scratched telescope couldn't see every detail, but she saw a surprisingly large number of similar soulhomes. Not identical, like the Asplundat Movement's blueprints, but trivial ornamental differences as if everyone was building from the same concepts.
Because she had no idea of the actual value of the money they'd been awarded, Nauda spent some time roaming the markets and listening. It seemed that the reward had been a considerable sum, far more than they needed to fund themselves even without dipping into their reserves of craftgems or other valuables. That was one concern out of the way.
But the markets were disappointing in another way: they were surprisingly lacking in diversity. The vast majority of stalls sold mostly pellets of a bread-like material they called "manna". Perhaps Noveni could taste many differences between them, but they all tasted about the same to Nauda: slightly sweet and more than slightly generic. There were several types of fruit that seemed to be common, and that was it. No vegetables, no meat, not even manna in other forms. It was enough to make her wonder if she was missing something important.
Since the owners claimed that the manna was nutritious, Nauda bought enough for their group along with some of the fruit. On her way back, she looked for restaurants and realized that she couldn't find any. The city was opaque to outsiders: customers moved in and out of palaces that had no signs indicating what they actually were. So perhaps she was walking past all the restaurants after all.
When she returned to their rooms she slowed, again taken aback by how palatial they were. Three bedrooms, a sitting room, and a bath just for their little group. The only shortcoming was the constant light, more modulated than blocked by the gauzy curtains at the windows. It had been too much for the Ichili, which was why Fiyu and Guchiro were sleeping in their tent.
Nauda's gaze lingered on that dark tent. Were they lying side by side, or was Fiyu actually curled up next to her relative? Instead of thinking about the jealousy surging within her, Nauda pushed them out of her mind and went to find Theo.
He was seated on their balcony, currently soulcrafting. Of course he was. The predictability of it made Nauda smile, so she went out to sit beside him and dropped her purchases on the table. "I bought us breakfast."
"Thank you," he said without stopping. "Just let me finish a few more bricks."
"You're putting a lot of work into getting to the next tier. No clever way to skip to the next level?"
"There are no shortcuts good enough for Authority. It's already enough of a stretch trying to use the lighteggs during the ascension."
While he finished, Nauda found a bowl and poured the manna pellets into it. She experimented with cutting the fruit and combining it with flakes of manna, but they didn't seem to go together, at least to her palate. When Theo finally emerged from his soulcrafting, she thrust a handful of manna toward him.
"Do they really eat nothing but this?"
"It's their primary diet." Theo popped one into this mouth and chewed thoughtfully. "These are pretty good. They do have other foods, but allegedly manna is a complete meal on its own. They have pretty strong opinions about it - Eratius was always complaining about how the local food was worse than the manna his servants made at home."
"Eratius... one of your old allies, right?"
Her question made Theo frown, but she thought it would have gotten a scowl from him not long ago. Instead he sat back and stared over the balcony and the city below. The clouds seemed higher than usual, covering the lower parts of the city in mist, but they were burning away as more suns rose.
"A great prince of Noven." When Theo spoke, his voice was much softer than usual. "One of the things I want to do is investigate his home. But considering what happened on Deuxan, I can't risk it yet. Especially not before I've reached Authority or while we're so involved with the Wakespire. We've gotten entangled anyway."
"I suppose you want to discuss all our strategy for the contest."
"We can once Fiyu wakes up."
They chatted casually until then, occasionally eating more manna. Nauda had to admit that the flakes melted in her mouth pleasantly and it was easy to take just one more. Even though Theo's mind was no doubt focused on all his plans, he was able to relax. She enjoyed their conversation more than she expected.
Eventually Fiyu emerged to join them. She seemed pleased by the manna's flavor, but of course they needed to talk strategy. Theo had his limits.
"We have one month." He flattened his hands on the table as he held their gazes. "Twenty nine days until we enter the spire again. I understand there are usually conflicts and politics in between, but we need to avoid those and focus on our objectives."
Nauda stared toward the mountains, only partially listening because she knew what he was going to say. Obviously their highest priority was for Theo to ascend so that they could equal the other teams with Authorities. Fiyu might not be close to ascension, but she was well on her way. The best Nauda could do was support them.
"Our first priority is to improve our capacities."
Surprised, Nauda turned back to him. "Capacities?"
"The spire is designed so that there's a limit to how much you can break through with power alone, plus the system of curses hinders the leading team." Theo sat back and folded his hands. "A specific ability well-matched to a challenge will be worth more than a little more power. Now, it would be a waste to develop any abilities just for the Wakespire, but if there's anything in your blueprint you've been neglecting that might be useful, now is the time."
"I could work on my healing," Nauda suggested. "Clearly it's not enough to keep up with the attrition right now, but I just got new materials from Slest, so I should be able to improve."
"That's a good first start. Fiyu, I think you have a clear plan?"
"Oh yes." Fiyu bobbed her head in agreement. "I have been soulcrafting on my third floor and I hope to develop the abilities there."
"I'll want to work with you to improve my gravity sense, but otherwise that's a good plan." Up to that point, Theo had been in his element and clearly enjoying it, but then his scowl returned. "The problem is about what we can actually hope to earn. Nauda, you said the only other lighteggs were in the rewards for the next round."
"Yes, for the second round," Nauda said, then immediately amended herself. "Second for us, third round in the whole Wakespire. The fourth and fifth rounds were mostly sublime materials for Authorities."
"I want that reward, but I'm afraid we'll just be sabotaged again. The whole Dortorus lineage clearly has it out for us, and their prince can interfere with rewards."
"Is it really that bad? I thought those heavenspears were supposed to be a valuable material."
"They're an insult." Theo drew the items from his soulhome and set them down on the table: three needle-like shafts of gold and ivory, throbbing with power. "I asked Senka about them while you were out and confirmed my suspicions: these pierce the sky to let someone ascend, but there's no reinforcement. Using this to reach Authority is practically guaranteeing you'll never be able to ascend again."
"I believe they gave false gifts," Fiyu said somberly. "The Immortality Conduit materials were also valuable, but they do not strengthen us for the coming challenge. Other teams received rewards that would contribute to their ongoing performance."
Nauda sighed as she recognized the familiar pattern. "So they flatter us now, but the other teams get the best rewards in the final three rounds. That's too bad, but what are we going to do about it?"
"There's not much we can do," Theo said. "We need to play the game smarter and better than anyone else just to overcome their bias. I think we can, but we'll need to optimize everything. Speaking of which... Nauda, can you take these?"
He had the decency to look a little guilty as he handed the heavenspears to her. Nauda knew exactly what he was thinking: he and Fiyu were refining their soulhomes and needed every bit of space, while Nauda could afford to carry around random supplies. Well, she'd been willing to be crushed by stone for their sake, so she was willing to serve as packbeast.
It only took Nauda a moment to deposit the heavenspears around the base of her heartoak, but when she emerged, Theo was already setting something down on the table. The blue mask baffled her until she remembered the Gatrium Authority who had allegedly been defeated in her absence.
"This armament allows a Ruler to fake being an Authority, rather convincingly." Theo poked it across the table irritably. "As far as I can tell, it's a crutch without benefits. Maybe the best we can do is sell it, or trade it back to the Gatrium lineage for favors, but we should understand it. Fiyu, can you ask your relative if he can analyze it?"
"Yes, I will do so." Fiyu examined the mask in her hands for a time, then slipped it into her soulhome. "Are those our objectives for now?"
"One more thing: long term strategy. I know I've been fixated on reaching Authority, but we need to think beyond that. We've all seen the rewards for the remaining rounds of the Wakespire... is there anything that we want to prioritize?"
"Aren't we going to try to win every round?" Nauda asked.
"That would be ideal, but the further we get ahead, the more we'll be sabotaged by others. The judges themselves might take away any trump cards we show, too." Theo didn't look angry for once, just grimly determined. "So our strategy should vary. Some rounds we focus on improving capacities, then when it really matters, we go in for the kill."
The strategy was sound, but Nauda wasn't sure what it meant for her. Fiyu only shook her head, which could have meant many things. Nauda was surprised that Theo didn't have a whole set of rewards he wanted - apparently he was focused on the lighteggs. That left her unexpectedly the one with the strongest desire to win.
"The fourth round is the one that matters to me," Nauda said. "The most powerful parts of the sublime legacy are in the final two rounds, but the fifth one is all light and sky materials. But there are some sublime plants and enhancement materials in the fourth."
"Then that's our goal for now." Theo slapped the edge of the table with both hands and pushed himself to his feet. "We need to stay alert to pivot, because this could all change, but that's a good first step. Capacities first, then ascensions. Let me know if any factions approach you."
He was clearly too in the grip of his strategies to linger, but Nauda found herself smiling as she watched him leave. This Theo, who might be detail-obsessed but valued all of them, was a good ally to have. Maybe they had a chance even with so many odds stacked against them.
"These are nice." Fiyu slipped another manna flake into her mouth and savored it. "Noven is too bright, but it is not so bad."
"I think I'll enjoy our time here." Nauda smiled at Fiyu, but her gaze soon wandered to the shimmering metal of the city. The clouds had been burned away and the suns increasingly beat down on their little balcony. Despite all the light, she felt certain there were shadows hiding both secrets and dangers.




Chapter 10

Another brick, another step closer to Authority.
Theo wiped away spiritual sweat and sat down on the steps he had been building atop his soulhome. There was nothing to really see inside his soul space, but the feeling of belonging made it pleasant all the same. His soulcrafting stamina was weakening, so while he rested he considered the next steps.
If he did nothing but craft bricks, Theo thought that he could ascend in about a week. Maybe even sooner if he rushed it, but he was taking his time. Instead of a smaller structure, he was building a full pyramid that covered the entire roof of his soulhome. The ascension to Authority was too important for anything less and his plan would increase the difficulty further.
Besides, the pyramid was a basically trivial part of the equation. Only deeply mediocre soulcrafters struggled with the actual building toward the next stage.
Before actually using the pyramid, he counted three other objectives. Acquiring a lightegg, which had been the biggest problem and remained a quandary. Finishing his anchoring chamber, which was just a matter of soulcrafting time now thanks to his materials from House Blacksilver. And third, making the final design decisions about the blueprint he would carry with him into Authority.
After so long rushing between objectives, Theo was relieved to focus on theoretical soulcrafting again. He walked to the top of his pyramid and then used gravity to lower himself into his soulhome. He passed through the floors slowly, taking his time to examine both their contents and his cantae flow.
He was happy with his core design and the balance of techniques and enhancements. The question was whether the contents of the rooms were perfect, since he wouldn't want to change anything after his next ascension. Briefly he considered whether his armament chamber, which hadn't been part of his original design, should be replaced. But it had worked well for him so far, hadn't impeded his cantae flow, and would continue growing stronger over time. No, that would stay.
There was nothing wrong with his blueprint, it just needed to be better. Theo walked to retrieve the alacrispark from his vestibule and examined it again. With a little work, he could make it function in his fundamental theme. The problem was that there simply wasn't room for it. All twenty-seven of his chambers had a major material already.
Theo walked through his soulhome, searching for a weak point. Occasionally a material might have been a stretch to include in his gravitational theme, or he could imagine a hypothetical better centerpiece. But every single sublime material was strong enough and fulfilled its role. He couldn't simply replace any of them without weakening himself.
Since his first floor was the most polished, Theo returned to his third. Some of those chambers didn't have secondary work complete, so he could potentially make a swap. Yet none of them were truly weaknesses. Materials like the intertialvoid and tunnelegg were extraordinary finds he couldn't replicate easily. The lostflesh and the distorted pattern from the House of the Lost were so powerful that the only question was managing to integrate them without unbalancing himself. He'd put in so much work, and blood, into making the voidflint a central material that it couldn't possibly be better suited.
No weak materials... and then Theo's mind flipped as surely as if he'd used a gravitational field. The question wasn't which material could be thrown away. He needed to choose the material that could be used on his Authority floor.
As soon as he altered his pattern of thinking, the answer was obvious. The lostflesh, that twisted artifact he'd received from the House of the Lost, had always struck him as obscenely powerful. His struggle with it had been to contain its power within one room, simply strengthening him instead of seizing the overall flow.
But the alacrispark could take its position in the same enhancement room. Theo pulled the lostflesh free of its pedestal and considered the spark instead. He already had a plinth and some paneling on the walls, but none of that had been made specific to the lostflesh. It would only be a few days of work to modify the chamber to increase how rapidly his techniques could be deployed. Not only would that make his torsion bolts fast enough to deal with the challenge that had tripped him up before, casting any of his techniques should be faster.
Now that he thought about it, that was a better way to enhance himself than another room to strengthen his body. That would leave him with the lostflesh unplaced, but it would be free for use when he developed his next three floors. Considering that he had a major design challenge attempting to build multiple Transcendent Monuments, having a sublime material that was already half-way to a Corporeal Floor on its own could be invaluable.
Immediately Theo set about making the change. He needed to find a way to contain the lostflesh, but he had various minor sublime materials that could serve. Altering the room to suit the alacrispark would be simple, then he would only need to carve the walls for the sake of consistency. That was just a little hard work.
The one obstacle was fully integrating the alacrispark. He'd need some kind of secondary material to contain its brilliance and make it blend with the rest of his cantae. It was already similar to a little sun in his hands, so he just needed to filter the light and gain a sense of gravity. In a city the size of Ugustial, there would surely be markets where he could find something suitable.
That was one of his primary objectives down. As he worked, Theo hummed cheerfully to himself.
Now all he needed to do was finish secondary work on two chambers, acquire a lightegg, and complete his pyramid. Fresh off his design decision, Theo felt like none of those obstacles could stop him. True, he didn't have a good plan to get a lightegg aside from winning the next competition, but he would figure out something.
Only spiritual fatigue forced Theo to stop. Mentally he could force himself onward, but his spirit's hands were beginning to tremble with the exertion. As he increasingly moved to fine detail work, he needed his full skill.
Satisfied with his progress, Theo left his soulhome. Their quarters were surprisingly empty, even of Senka. Well, he should have been happy that the others were using their time productively. Fiyu had been extremely dedicated in her soulcrafting while Nauda had been seeking out new materials to match her soulhome. They'd be much better prepared for their second attempt at the Wakespire.
All that still left him a bit lonely. Theo was irritated at himself, then irritated at his irritation, then he left before he could spiral into self-referential exasperation.
Outside, the city of Ugustial was pleasant if blinding. Two red suns were overhead, rendering everything crimson. He wouldn't have minded Fiyu's mask... but as he walked through the streets, the light bothered him less and less. His acclimatization chamber might not be overwhelmingly powerful, but it could help his body adapt to any realm. After a few ascensions he hoped that it would protect him from any cheap deaths due to the environment.
Everyone ignored him, as the Noveni tended to do. Theo liked that just fine and navigated the city to the palaces of art. So far, his memories of Noven had all been roughly accurate. He'd been alert for any lies he'd swallowed during his first life, but it seemed like his time in Noven had been mostly authentic. Everything was as he remembered it, including the vast halls dedicated to artwork.
The arts were combined with soulcrafting more frequently on Noven than in most places in the Nine Worlds. Authority craftsmen were uncommon in most locations, yet he saw three of them while exploring the artistic quarter. They might well be powerful warriors, since combat was considered another art, but they could equally be specialists who made a living crafting extraordinarily powerful materials for Strongholds and Dominions.
While looking for darkening materials, Theo found himself walking through a hallway filled with sublime paintings. He saw portraits that moved as if alive, landscapes that generated wind, and some static portraits that simply burned with raw cantae. Underneath the portraits were all the shops, selling sublime paints, spiritual brushes, or raw materials that could be used to create art. There were also various inferior paintings for sale, but everyone put their greatest works on display.
Once Theo had been inclined to throw up sublime paintings on every single wall. Doing so had definitely packed his soulhome with cantae, but they had conflicted with his theme and overwhelmed the rooms they hung in. If he was going to use a painting in his new blueprint, he thought it would be best suited for a mostly empty room for contemplation.
Since none of the painting materials seemed appropriate, Theo moved on. The next wing of the mercantile palace was dedicated to sculpture. Unlike the paintings, there were plenty of non-sublime sculptures on display. He saw nobles buying or commissioning statues of themselves, which had been popular a hundred years ago. Eratius had spent so much time boasting about how large his family's statues had been.
While walking through, Theo's attention was suddenly arrested by a small table of sublime sculptures. It was modest compared to all the other work, and the man working sublime clay looked rather normal. Instead of a silver and gold potter's wheel, his was made from simple stone. But his collection of work was exceptional and the clay in his hands was putting off Ruler-tier cantae.
"You can look, but don't touch." The potter didn't even look up from his wheel when Theo approached.
"I just want to appreciate your work." Theo stepped past him to examine the small sculptures on the table.
They appeared to be miniatures, but each was composed of pure sublime materials. Some stone, some clay, even some built from metal. If any of them was taken into a soulhome, they would presumably be life-sized.
Theo was no expert in sculpture, but the soulcrafting on display impressed him. A simple statue of a warrior was made from a sublime clay that glowed with cantae. It could easily be placed in any enhancement chamber or even play a role in certain kinds of Corporeal Floors. There were statue types for other skills, but Theo moved away from the simplest products.
In one special section of the table, there were far more detailed miniatures. Each one was so life-like and unique that he assumed they must have been commissioned by specific patrons. That kind of thing was insanely expensive, but could produce whole-body enhancement, similar to a Nine Worlds Feast. It was something he would definitely consider for his higher floors.
Yet it was the smallest of statues that finally seized his attention, despite the fact that it didn't contain any great power. It was a curling dragon carved from white stone, but the surprising part was that the carving tool had left golden traces. Every single cut had left behind residue that strengthened the overall sculpture, which meant that a single mistake could have ruined the statue. The level of expertise required to create such a thing, both in physical and soulcrafting terms, was astonishing.
"Your work is extraordinary," Theo said. The potter finally looked up and grunted.
"I only wish I'd made that. No, that was a gift from Prince Jorotafes Jadadictus."
"A gift?" Theo remembered that name from the lineage Nauda had supported and one of the judges, but wasn't sure if it was the head of the lineage or another prince.
"I studied sculpture under him and he gave me that at the end." The potter shook his head and returned to his work. "More like I went as far as I could go and disappointed him. The man is a master."
"Clearly. What does he charge for a sublime statue?"
The potter laughed. "You realize the man is a Stronghold? He can't be bought for love or money. His own grandson didn't get a sculpture when he disappointed the old man. No, his work is getting so scarce that I've wondered if I shouldn't keep my own statue in public."
Theo suppressed the urge to whistle. Soulcrafters who focused on producing materials even at Stronghold were vanishingly rare across the Nine Worlds. The younger Jadadictus should have grown up with everything he could ever want, so why had he shown a middling performance in the Wakespire? That was a question for another time, so Theo focused on his current needs.
"I wondered if you might help me find something," Theo said. "I need to integrate a material with a difficult theme. I was thinking that a-"
"If you want hackwork, you can get it anywhere." The potter sat back and looked him over. "Unless your shielding wall is a lot better than I'm thinking, you're a Ruler. If you want masterful work, you're going to want an Authority, and they won't work for anyone below Authority 5th class."
"You'll have to forgive me, I'm not familiar with your rankings. You divide Authorities into classes here?"
"Ten of 'em. It makes sense, right? Most Authorities are never going to make it to Stronghold, so they need some sort of progress to focus on. And you, if you're as skilled as I'm guessing you are, must know that a botched ascension and an Authority with a solid blueprint might as well be different species."
That made sense and no doubt gave eager young soulcrafters something to focus on when their ascensions slowed down. Before, he might have been eager to uncover the system, but now his curiosity was tempered by practicality. It didn't really matter what some city rated him, only his actual strength.
"Are Rulers ranked as well?" he asked.
"They have ten classes of their own, but it's not going to matter." The potter smashed his clay down into a lump and began working anew. "If you want good work, really good work, no artist worth their light is going to give you the time of day. Not until Authority, and a higher class at that."
"What percentage of Authorities make it to 5th Class?"
"You think about things in a curious way, son. Couldn't tell you that. But a 10th class Authority is someone who ruined their soulhome in the process or who has done no building at all. The really good soulcrafters can get a 9th or even 8th class right after ascension if their blueprint is considered good enough. I'm a 6th class Ruler myself. Started at 9th, then got it increased for completing my entire floor, then eventually to 6th class for my work. 3rd class and up? I don't even know what it takes to reach that high."
Theo strongly suspected that Authorities in the highest classes had four fully-soulcrafted floors that included at least one Transcendent Monument. He was curious about what Guchiro might be ranked, but only for a moment before he pushed the issue aside. What mattered was getting to Authority himself.
Just in case the potter was a compulsive liar, Theo asked a few others, but he always got the same answer. All the best sublime artists would only do custom work for Authorities at specific ranks or higher. That should have been a disappointment, yet Theo found himself flying back to the palace in a cheerful mood. This was a comprehensible system, so he could master it given time.
Instead of returning to their rooms, Theo instead found the chamber dedicated to the Wakespire. It contained the full scoreboard of teams, which he examined despite himself.
Wakespire Cumulative Scores
1) Dortorus Gamma - 295
2) Terefilia Underclouders - 275
3) Dortorus Alpha - 230
4) Gatrium Lineage - 215
5) Jadadictus Alpha - 195
5) Belated Foreigners - 195
7) Dortorus Beta - 190
8) Ugustial Beta - 165
9) Jadadictus Beta - 160
10) Foreign Mercenaries - 140
11) Ugustial Alpha - 90
12) Koroinus Lineage - 80
13) Jadadictus Gamma - 70 (eliminated)
14) Jadadictus Delta - 60 (eliminated)
15) Onogonal Alliance - 30 (eliminated)
16) Terefilia Lineage - 30
17) Ugustial Gamma - 20 (dropped out)
All the other teams had accumulated points over two separate rounds, so his team was only in the middle of the rankings. Given how many teams they'd leapt past with their performance, he could understand why the judges were so suspicious and determined to handicap them in the future. Hopefully that would also translate into social capital.
Even the rankings couldn't distract him today. Instead, Theo moved on to the listings of all the teams. He'd seen that they included a variety of information before and been too rushed to really examine the details. Now he went back and looked at all the class notifications with new eyes.
In the Ruler tiers, all of them had apparently been given ratings. Theo was briefly taken aback, then irritated, to see himself listed under his real name. He should have stressed his desire to use pseudonyms with Nauda. Instead of getting too angry at her, however, Theo let the matter pass and just looked at the rankings.
He was ranked as a Ruler 2nd class, Fiyu was 3rd, and Nauda was 5th. Frankly, he thought that they were all being underestimated, but that didn't matter. He was more interested in the Authorities.
The Gatrium fighter with his false mask had been listed as 8th class, then his name had been struck from the page. All of the Dortorus Authorities were ranked at 9th or 10th class. Not so strong after all, which matched what he'd seen of them.
Theo grinned as he stared at the numbers. Just a few more obstacles, then the rankings were going to change.




Chapter 11

Finding a way to darken the entire room would have been an entirely reasonable thing to do, given the oppressive level of light on Noven. Fiyu had resolutely avoided spending any time on the task when she had so much other work to do. But her relative, in his wisdom, had come up with a way that she could darken the room while testing both herself and Friend Theo.
Darkness seeped from Fiyu's hand and formed a thin layer over all the windows of their room. It truly did emerge from her; though it fed on her cantae, the darkness flowed from her body. Since creating her Corporeal Floor, a new organ sat beside her stomach, churning with tangible darkness. She only needed to think of it for the shadows to emerge from her body.
Controlling them beyond that point was another matter. Her goal, as given by her relative, was to block out the windows perfectly. The easiest solution would have been to create a thick layer over the walls surrounding the windows, but that was tiring and taught her nothing. Instead, she strove to maintain an even layer of darkness that covered the entire window and only just touched the walls. Her control frequently faltered and the darkness would creep away from the edges. This let in shafts of sunlight, which was punishment enough.
In theory, she would eventually be able to control the darkness as easily as she controlled any of her limbs, just as her relative did. Doing so required both soulcrafting the room that manifested the technique and learning the fundamental skill.
Friend Theo was in exactly the same situation. He sat in the center of the room, wearing a blindfold and attempting to employ his new sense. While maintaining the windows, Fiyu reached for several of the pillows by the side of the room with a tendril of darkness and then threw one at him.
Just before it struck, Friend Theo leaned back. Fiyu lifted one of the pillows to the ceiling while throwing others in his direction. She wasn't particularly dexterous with her shadows, but she didn't need to be, as Friend Theo was only testing his ability to detect small objects. He dodged much too far each time, overcompensating for the imprecision of his sense.
When at last she had thrown all but one pillow, Friend Theo stopped. He'd needed to rise to his feet to dodge, but smiled in her direction. "That was better, wasn't it?
"Yes, you are doing well."
"Objects without much mass are still hard to sense, but it's like I can feel the gravitational connections between everyth-"
In the middle of his sentence, Fiyu dropped the last pillow from the ceiling. It bounced off his head and Friend Theo immediately groaned.
"I guess I deserved that." He pulled up his blindfold to rub his eyes. "It just still requires so much concentration."
"You have intellectually mastered the skill," Fiyu said, "but you have not made it part of yourself. This will become more natural in time."
"Then I'll give it another try." Friend Theo sat down again and returned to his soulcrafting. She would give him some time before throwing any more pillows, both to let him work and to lull him into a sense of complacency.
Her friend was doing remarkably well, for someone who hadn't grown up in the Ichili environment. Yes, his control was often clumsy, but he had never had relatives to guide him and always been able to rely on his sight. Between Relative Guchiro and her own teaching, hopefully he would fully absorb the new skill.
Fiyu herself needed to learn the same lessons, because while they spoke her darkness had pulled away from the windows. It was like a muscle that began relaxing whenever she stopped thinking about it. To use her darkness in combat, her control needed to be powerful and precise.
After fixing the windows to return the room to darkness, Fiyu entered her soulhome. She carefully walked to her third floor room and examined the swirling woodwork along the walls. All of it had been fashioned according to her relative's specifications, but she reached out to remove one piece and began carving it into a slightly different shape.
She couldn't entirely explain why one form was better than another. Perhaps there truly was no difference except in her mind. The former pattern had been a blueprint simply handed to her, while the new shape was something she had chosen for herself. This room needed to be not just a technique, but to be her, so she needed every mental trick available. Mastering the darkness meant alternating between improving her skill in the real world and soulcrafting the chamber based on her observations.
Fiyu doubted that she would have true mastery of the skill in the near future, so her goal was to perfect the chamber enough that it would not stop her from ascending. Not that Authority was a goal within sight. There was still so much to be done on her third floor.
In fact, as she walked in a circuit around her soulhome, she felt as though she had only completed three aspects. Her walls and ceiling were complete, and greatly strengthened by the windows she had developed in Norro Yorthin. The darkburn bonsai in her heart chamber had been enriched by following her through ascensions, so it put off more than enough cantae for the floor. Then there was the subliminalsteel, making all of her strikes more lethal. That chamber still required polishing, but it was functional.
That left five large rooms that needed to be completed. One was her Nine Worlds Feast, still incomplete. She hoped that Friend Nauda would locate sublime foods soon and she could at least add another world to the feast. The other chambers would need to be filled by the materials from Nondol, among others that her relative brought her.
Watching her friends and other competitors made Fiyu feel very fortunate. She had a kind relative who could provide her with so much, while the others struggled for sublime materials. Yet she couldn't feel guilty about it, because the only way she could help her friends and relatives was to gain strength as quickly as possible, however it came to her.
Besides, no amount of gifts could carry her to Authority. If she wanted to be worthy of any of them, she would need to work as hard as she possibly could. So many unfinished rooms, so many new skills to develop...
Before Fiyu could delve deeper into her soulcrafting, she felt Relative Guchiro enter the room. To his credit, Friend Theo noticed as well. He remained quiet, focusing on his own sense, while Relative Guchiro approached her.
"This is almost worthless." He dropped the strange mask they had taken onto the floor. "The trick to fake an Authority's cantae is interesting, but it grants no actual benefit. A petty trick at best. But the materials are rare, so you should keep the armament until they can be repurposed."
"I understand." Fiyu picked up the mask and ran her fingers over the smooth surface. She had not particularly expected it to be valuable. "I will give it to Nauda to keep."
"I have also completed my research into the escape technique used in the Wakespire." Relative Guchiro folded his arms and turned toward Friend Theo. "This will be of interest to you."
"Oh yeah?" Friend Theo started to pull off his blindfold, hesitated, then kept it down. His gravitational senses were woefully inadequate for interpersonal interactions, so everything would be fuzzy to him, but at least he was trying.
"Every contestant is marked by the cantae of the spire when they enter the first portal. It is a thin layer that provides no protection, but it emulates a normal body. When it is struck with a force that would be lethal, the individual is caught by the technique and removed to the exit rooms. The brief time it takes the technique to activate allows for injuries, but it would be difficult to kill someone in that time."
Fiyu had already been alarmed by the risk and this explanation did not help. Most troubling, she hadn't even realized that the portal had left foreign cantae over her. It was fortunate that she hadn't automatically rejected it, or she could have been killed. Meanwhile, Friend Theo reacted in a very different way.
"If you're marked when you enter," he asked, "does that mean that someone who entered the spire a different way could be killed?"
"The officials all enter through the portal," Relative Guchiro said, "but you are correct."
"I do not like this." Fiyu stopped speaking as she realized her darkness was wavering, then managed to continue. "If the technique is disrupted or someone strikes with sufficient speed, innocent contestants could be killed."
"That is not the likely negative outcome. The technique is increasingly sensitive as attacks become more lethal, so even a swift strike to the head or heart would trigger it. But it does not react to minor injuries, including broken limbs. It is entirely possible to cripple other contestants and the social norms against such a thing are insufficient."
"Oh dear. We cannot treat this as an innocent contest."
"But that's good to know," Friend Theo said. "It encourages a different sort of fighting, where non-lethal attacks might be more or less useful depending on your goals."
Before they could speak further, Fiyu sensed that Friend Nauda was walking toward the primary door of their chambers. She disliked walking in to find everything shadowed, so Fiyu released her control. Somewhat tired of training, she rose to her feet and went to greet Friend Nauda.
Her friend had been working hard as well, though she was away from their rooms quite frequently. Fiyu wished that they could work together more closely and was unsure of how to raise the issue. Friend Nauda's muscles showed signs of stiffness as if she had been training physically and she also wore the soft glove that she used only rarely. Then she was improving her capacities for the upcoming challenge, just as they were.
"Oh, Fiyu. I wanted to show you something." Friend Nauda's body relaxed slightly when she saw her, then, inexplicably, her back tightened. "Uh, if you don't mind."
"What is it, Nauda?"
"My telescope has been damaged for a long time, but they have a lot of metalworkers in Ugustial, and even some glass artisans. They managed to fix all the dents and scrapes, and for a reasonable price, too. But... you can't really see it unless you come into my soulhome."
"That will be very useful to us." Fiyu made sure to smile at her friend, then stepped forward to touch her wrist. "And I would not mind seeing the results."
Some parts of Friend Nauda's body relaxed and others tightened. Fiyu could only hope the pattern was a positive sign. Not long after, she floated in her friend's soulhome as a spirit.
It had been a long time since she had entered so clearly and the sensations immediately made her think back to the first time she had seen it back on Tatian. She had been sitting with so many strangers, deeply lonely and yet dismayed to be viewing one another so intimately. At the time, Friend Theo had been her only support and she had not known Friend Nauda well. Back then it would have been hard for her to believe everything that would develop between them.
Because she was a spirit, Fiyu was free to float in the air between her friend's three towers. Great progress had been made on the bondsfungi, which glowed on the outside of the sculptural body and nowhere else. The exteriors appeared to be fully built, though they needed some polishing.
"It's in the tower of life," Friend Nauda said from the ground. "I'll be there shortly."
Fiyu floated through the wall of the indicated tower and marveled at the great tree that filled the space within. A soulhome without clear divisions between floors was a very strange design, yet it felt right for Friend Nauda. All of her physical and life-giving cantae could intermingle, strengthening her as a whole.
The tree itself appeared strong, but there were a great many empty spaces. The most striking was that the ring around the center of the tree, which was clearly intended to hold a Nine Worlds Feast, was sorely lacking. Fiyu had forgotten that her friend had lost all her sublime food when her soulhome had been damaged. Perhaps once Fiyu became an Authority, she could use weirkeys to take Friend Nauda around the Nine Worlds and find her good things to eat.
Her friend climbed up the central tree effortlessly, since the entire soulhome was part of her. She moved past Fiyu's position with a smile and jumped off at the third mezzanine. There Fiyu finally saw it: the telescope gleamed brightly, just as it had the first time. Now all of the damage had been fixed and it flowed with much more powerful cantae.
It looked so picturesque that Fiyu automatically moved behind it, as if she could see through. But it was a sublime object, not a real telescope, so of course she could not. Friend Nauda laughed at herself from the side.
"Yeah, I guess there's nothing to really see. But the next time we get a chance, I'm going to put it to use."
"You expect to need it?" Fiyu asked.
Friend Nauda immediately nodded with tension in her neck. "When I've been out in the city, I've been approached by some of the other teams. They've all been sizing one another up and they're eager to test our mettle. This way, we can get a sense for them as well."
"That is wise." And it was true, but the enjoyment slipped away from Fiyu just as the darkness did. There was no time to be relaxing within their soulhomes: she needed to return to her training to have any chance of success in the trials to come.




Chapter 12

With half the month gone, Theo was beginning to get nervous. He had decided to focus on what he could change and not worry about the variables beyond his control, but that strategy was running out of runway. He couldn't brute-force train his way to Authority.
The most satisfying work had been finishing his anchoring technique and adding supporting materials to his alacrispark chamber. Both rooms were ready... or they would be, if he'd gotten the proper materials to filter the alacrispark. He could overcome that problem if he spent enough, but there was no way he could buy his way to a lightegg. That wasn't a problem, assuming the hypothetical that they won the next round.
That left him spending way too much time making bricks. His pyramid was coming together, a solid block of shell bricks climbing to the densest part of the sky. With a few details missing below, there was no point finishing up the brickwork, especially because he could always do that while exhausted.
Instead, he'd begun adding additional shielding to other parts of his soulhome. The pressure flooding from the heavens would threaten everything he'd developed, so even though his blueprint itself was meant to bear the burden, it didn't hurt to have more. He'd used leftover or inappropriate materials to board up his windows and reinforce the more delicate aspects of his design. With luck, the trials of the ascension would destroy the shielding and simply reinforce his main design.
Problem was, he was running out of that work too. So when Nauda returned to their rooms with a suggestion for all of them to go out, he was actually receptive to the idea.
"It's some sort of ritual that enhances ascensions," she explained. "I don't know if it will actually be useful to any of us, but it's only available to contestants for a limited time. Only part of a single day. It sounds like several teams will have new Authorities, so it's a good chance to investigate the competition."
"Is it an official event?" Theo asked.
"There aren't any competition points involved, but the princes in charge of the Wakespire have apparently approved it."
"Probably part of their plan to strengthen the entire city, then. It could be worth going."
"I would not mind," Fiyu said. "I have never seen an Authority ascension before, and I would feel more prepared to have witnessed some."
All of them, even Nauda, had been spending a lot of time indoors, so it was agreed as simply as that. They headed out into the city the next day with Guchiro reluctantly in tow. He didn't seem interested, but Fiyu had persuaded him that it would be an educational opportunity for her.
They rode their sleigh out of Ugustial to one of the many mountain peaks surrounding the city. Unlike the others, this one had been carved into a perfect cylinder. The white stone sides were bright enough, then the vast top appeared to be covered in a golden mirror. The day was unusually hot and, when investigating the suns, Theo realized that several of them were lining up overhead.
If Senka had been there, he would have asked her about this solar event... a celestial conjunction, or perhaps an inverse eclipse. She had been absent frequently as of late, and only babbled or wandered when she was conscious. The others had no special knowledge of Noven, so he could only theorize that the alignment of the suns was relevant to this method of enhancing ascensions. He'd thought that locations only mattered for Dominion, but maybe they had a technique that worked for Authority.
Multiple groups had already arrived, parking their flying vehicles around the sides of the column and then forming small clusters atop the mirror. Despite all the sunlight beating down on it, the metal top of the tower was completely cool. It was still bright, so Fiyu wrapped a shawl around her head and even Guchiro pulled a cloth up over his mask enough to shield his eyes.
"Welcome!" The greeting came from a slender woman with golden wings who stood among a number of Authorities of various groups. "My name is Nifanos Dortorus, Authority 1st class, and I will be overseeing this ritual. I, and my fellow judges, wish all of you glorious ascensions. As a special blessing on this august day, all of you will receive classifications immediately based on our judgment."
It seemed that there would be several people serving as judges. All of them Authorities, but more importantly he didn't recognize any of them from the competition. Aside from Nifanos, there was a Terefilia with black wings and a hulking man with white wings who Theo hadn't met. All of them seemed to have some connection to the major factions, except the Jadadictus lineage was unrepresented.
"Now, who would like to ascend first?" Nifanos gestured broadly to the center of the mountaintop and stepped away.
No one moved at first, then one of the Terefilia Rulers marched out. Theo didn't recognize him exactly, but the group of four Rulers made him fairly certain that was their team in the Wakespire. Apparently one of them was actually ready to ascend, ahead of projections.
As the man stepped into a shallow pool in the center of the golden plate, Theo felt a touch on his arm. Nauda was raising an eyebrow and already had a finger on Fiyu's hand, so she must be offering use of her telescope. He'd forgotten that she'd finally repaired it. In any case, there would be nothing outside but some glowing cantae, so he was glad to get a better look.
The Terefilia man's soulhome was three floors of black stone with silver edges, in the standard Noveni circular design. His interior blueprints would be the real test of his mettle, and unfortunately that couldn't be determined easily. Within his soulhome, the man climbed to the top and then began casting his will into the sky.
Instead of a pyramid, he used a number of dark stones that had been stacked together. They appeared durable enough to support him as he resisted the pressure and tried to pierce to the next tier. He was either confident or hasty.
Watching an ascension from the outside was surreal. Theo remembered the agonizing struggle that stretched on and on, but seeing someone else endure it, it didn't seem to take much time at all. The man just staggered up a few steps, more like a drunk than a soulcrafter.
Then the sky began to give way and the change was unmistakable. Cantae flooded down over him, but it wasn't reinforcing his soulhome. Instead it penetrated straight through everything he had soulcrafted, rushing through it with violent new intensity. The Ruler staggered under the unexpected assault and a crack resounded through his soulhome. A fissure splintered its way up the side of his wall and it was growing by the second.
He let out a cry and reasserted himself, gaining control. His interior cantae flow must have been strong enough, because there were only a few more soft cracking noises from within. Then he finally broke through. The cantae that had been damaging his soulhome infused it and the cracked stone glowed with new power.
"Our first ascension is a success - an auspicious sign!" Nifanos Dortorus announced in the real world. "Step forward and let us grant you your class."
While the judges spoke to one another, Nauda glanced between Theo and Guchiro. "Was that normal for an ascension? I haven't really seen the jump to Authority before."
"Successful but flawed." Guchiro didn't seem inclined to offer any more than those three words, so Theo stepped in to give a better explanation.
"He had the willpower to ascend, but his blueprint wasn't quite there. It's much more difficult to actually experience it, of course. He'll obviously need to repair that crack, and there's probably some damage inside, but his soulhome has been greatly strengthened."
"And is the crack fixed in place?" Nauda asked. "Is he stuck with it?"
"He could try to replace the entire wall, but it would never be as strong as his materials that went through the ascension." Theo had run afoul of that very mistake before. "It would be smartest to keep what he has and accept the remnants of a crack. That's how major errors get permanently fixed into a soulhome."
Meanwhile, Fiyu touched her relative's sleeve. "All of this light... do you think that it greatly assists their ascension?"
"I'm not impressed." It was difficult to tell Guchiro's expression or even tone with his face so covered, but his eyes examined the scene coolly. "It might make the process slightly easier, or condition the soulhome for certain Noveni materials. Not a good use of a unique ascension."
Unique for the soulcrafter, but not for everyone else. The crowd was getting restless, waiting for the next attempt, so the judges split up. This time it was the black-winged Authority who made the announcement.
"Congratulations, you have been granted the status of Authority, 9th class."
The Terefilia man and his allies looked pleased while some others grumbled. They were all soon pushed away so someone else could move forward. This time it was a middle-aged woman with white wings, not someone Theo recognized from the competition. She stepped into the center, then began climbing up the side of her soulhome with practiced ease.
Her design was all highly polished gold, covered in windows lined with silver. It looked impressive enough, but when the woman attempted to pierce the sky, she struggled. She didn't throw herself into the pressure fast enough, so it built up continuously. Theo heard something that sounded like shattering pottery from within the soulhome and fragments of bright green grass began to tear away from her foundation before she finally broke through.
When she finished, she was left gasping. This time, it took little time for the judges to make their decision.
"Congratulations," one of the white-winged judges said, "you have been granted the status of Authority, 10th class."
"Thank you." The woman looked a little disappointed, but she mastered herself and bowed to the assembled groups. "Contestants of the Wakespire, please consider me if your teams require an additional member."
Another unknown Ruler arrived next and Theo was fairly sure he could predict the man's rank. Not only did his soulhome take relatively little damage during the ascension, the world around him grew bright as his cantae overflowed. Sure enough, he was awarded 9th class. Some in the audience cheered, but Theo was beginning to get bored and wondering if he could go back to soulcrafting without causing offense.
Next came another golden-winged Dortorus, and since Nauda again touched Theo's wrist, he decided to watch. Immediately the soulhome caught his attention. It was just as large as all the others, but it had four doors and Theo didn't see an obvious reason why. They were composed of different materials as if each one had been cobbled together at random. Even without looking inside, he noticed a small crack in the stonework of the third floor, as if it had been completed in great haste.
Instead of a pyramid, the man had a firmly-entrenched ladder reaching into the sky. Whatever sublime materials it was made out of, they held against the pressure, and the soulcrafter himself clearly had the willpower to ascend. But his blueprint...
When the cantae flowed inside, his entire soulhome began to shake and a terrible grinding emerged from within. Theo winced just before it happened: the crack he'd seen on the third floor exploded, an entire room tearing itself apart and scattering sublime materials.
To his credit, the Ruler kept pushing upward and he managed to break through. But the resulting cantae, instead of restoring him, spun him to the side and slammed him into the ground. His foundation, which had been bright grass before the ascension, was now blackened and torn by fissures.
"That's... a botched ascension?" Nauda asked it like a question, but there was no need to answer. The judges only glanced at one another briefly before Nifanos spoke.
"Your status is unranked Authority. Please step aside."
The new Authority looked devastated and it seemed like the other Dortorus members were going to reject him. Some were murmuring about his ascension being rushed, while Nauda and Fiyu spoke about technique. Ignoring all of that, Theo stared at the ruined soulhome until the very last second when they were pulled out of the man's soul.
He was definitely more prepared than that Ruler. Just in case, Theo began working on more shielding.
~ ~ ~
When Nauda had suggested they all attend the event, she had mostly hoped that it would shake them out of their routine. Now she found herself watching with grim fascination.
Even in a city as large and powerful as Ugustial, they didn't have an endless number of Rulers who could even attempt to ascend to Authority. A relatively unremarkable woman ascended next and was granted 9th class, after which she slipped away without a word. The others seemed to ignore her, more interested in how much power the Dortorus team would gain.
Judging from the chatter around her, their lineage had two Rulers who would attempt to ascend and the second was considered the better chance. If they'd succeeded, they would have had an intimidating five Authorities on their teams. Even four might be an insurmountable advantage and the Dortorus woman leading things soon regained her confidence.
But before they could send forward their next candidate, Isorales emerged from the crowd. He'd been so far back that Nauda hadn't even noticed him. He looked even paler than usual and she could see how much effort it took for him to unclench his fists. Once he stepped into the center, however, he became calm and entered his soulhome.
Nauda followed as quickly as she could and was taken aback. Unlike the Noveni designs that had become so familiar to her, Isorales had built his soulhome from blue and white stones. It wasn't merely a straight tower, either, but four towers that wove around one another with no space in between. That meant the exterior of his soulhome looked like a giant braid instead of conventional walls.
"Is that stable?" she whispered to the others.
"I believe the towers reinforce one another," Fiyu said. She looked to her relative, but he was silent.
"I want to see the inside," Theo offered briefly, before going back to his own work. He wouldn't admit it, but the previous failed ascension had shaken him.
It looked like it had shaken Isorales even more, though, because he was still standing atop his soulhome and hesitating. He'd laid down several heavy slabs in step formation, which should have been more than enough, yet he hadn't exerted his will yet. Physically his body was unmoving, but through her telescope Nauda could see that his spirit was shivering as he raised a hand.
At first it looked like all was well: the pressure didn't seem to slow him at all. But as it increased and began to flow into his soulhome itself, it began to shudder. Abruptly Isorales let out a soft cry and pulled away.
The pressure subsided and the sky returned to normal, ascension aborted. Isorales hung his head and trudged out of the central pool. A few of the contestants jeered, but most remained silent.
"His soulhome did not appear obviously flawed," Fiyu said quietly. "Why did he stop?"
"Mental weakness." Theo spoke the judgment without hesitation and Nauda only wished she could contradict him. "His soulcrafting might have been good enough, but he didn't have the will for it. He might not ever be able to ascend."
"It was not unwise." Guchiro regarded the young Noveni man thoughtfully. "He recognized that he would fail and stopped before any harm was done. Better delay than permanent damage."
Either could have been right, but Nauda found herself looking at Isorales's face instead. He looked more deflated than anything, as if disappointed in himself. They hadn't spoken much, yet she felt for him. Clearly he was under a lot of pressure to support his family and felt that he couldn't.
Since the next person was only the remaining Dortorus, Nauda left her companions to go talk to Isorales. He tried to turn aside when she approached, but when he couldn't slip away, he gave her a wan smile.
"I couldn't do it. I'm not sure I have it in me."
"Well, I know I definitely don't." Nauda shrugged and hoped her smile was self-deprecating in the right way.
She wanted to ask him more and wasn't sure where to start. Theo had mentioned something about his lineage being important, and apparently his grandfather was a legendary artisan. Those might be sensitive subjects for him or even the cause of his distress. If he had been Tatian, she would have known how to comfort him, but touch could be so easily misconstrued. Instead she stuck with her smile until it was too late.
The next Dortorus candidate had walked to the center and begun his ascension, but that wasn't what drew her attention. First she heard the crowd gasp, then she saw a dark form lunging toward the center. A man with ragged black wings struck the Dortorus Ruler across the face with a club. He reeled with a bloody lip... and his soulhome lurched dangerously.
Guards caught up to the attacker the next moment and jerked him back. It was too late. The Dortorus Ruler's ascension had been disrupted and he couldn't regain control. Even as he struggled to break through, cantae burst into flame and burned a black swath across his soulhome.
"Treachery!" Nifanos Dortorus rose into the air, cantae burning around her. "I should have expected as much from your kind."
"He's not one of us!" The Terefilia judge flew up to intercept her, and with his wings arcing blackly, no one could avoid the obvious conflict. "This madman may have come from the undercloud, but we have no idea who he is."
"Liar!" Nifanos punctuated her cry with a bolt of cantae that sent her opponent reeling.
In the several seconds it took the streak of cantae to fade, the mountaintop dissolved into chaos. Many of the Noveni fled so instantly that Nauda wondered if she shouldn't join them. The Dortorus and Terefilia factions certainly didn't seem inclined to wait before assaulting one another.
If so, the Dortorus side would clearly have the advantage of numbers. They had so much of an advantage that one of the teams turned on Nauda and her friends. She automatically drew closer to them and, without realizing it, drew Isorales along with her. Just when she hoped they could all retreat, one of the female Rulers jabbed an accusatory finger in their direction.
"Just get out of here." Her wings twitched angrily as she advanced on them. "People spend their lives preparing for a sublime legacy like this! And you just... just leap in and start taking rewards? Without a complete team, without even understanding the rules?"
There was still growing chaos around the mountaintop, but the Dortorus team didn't seem concerned. Maybe that was because they had one of their leaders at their back, currently fighting against the Terefilia judge. It seemed like the Authority's attacks were growing wilder and brilliant green streaks flew in all directions, even injuring some other combatants.
It looked like Theo planned to fight, so Nauda jumped in first. "We meant no offense! We have our own struggles that took us here."
"I don't want your excuses! I want you to take what you've earned and go, not continue insulting us." The female Dortorus was definitely preparing some kind of special technique judging from the cantae running down her arm, and she had three powerful allies including an Authority.
But it was the more powerful Authority in the air that Nauda should have been worried about. An enormous torrent of green cantae flew in their direction so suddenly that Nauda would have been incinerated if it hadn't been deflected by a wall of darkness. Guchiro floated into the air, creating a wall of shadows that shielded their group. It seemed like he was able to push back the other judges as well as the Dortorus team, so they had a moment to catch their breath.
Nauda turned back to Theo and the others desperately. "Can we just get out of here?"
"If we do, they'll target us later." Theo spoke without even looking at her, staring through the dark shield into the chaos beyond. "Here, everyone knows they're in the wrong and they'll be punished. We need to prove ourselves now or-"
Whatever he'd meant to say, it was interrupted by the explosion of the wall of darkness. Nauda had no time to see what had happened to Guchiro, she was too busy fending off staff strikes from a member of the Dortorus team. They had rushed through the fragments of darkness, already attacking. Fiyu had joined in the defense, but Theo was staring overhead.
"She has an Ethereal Floor!" he shouted. "Move, move!"
Nauda didn't understand, but one of Theo's fields had already grabbed her and pushed her backwards. In the sky, the Dortorus judge burned like an emerald sun, her cantae exploding beyond what an Authority should have been able to bear. Even as Nauda watched, streaks of green shot through the woman's wings and began to glow brightly.
Cantae struck the entire mountaintop and Nauda was blown off her feet. Without even thinking about it, she had moved to try to shield Fiyu and even Isorales, who had been lingering nearby. It didn't really matter. Even though the main attack hadn't struck them, the shockwave alone blew them off the mountaintop, into the clouds below.




Chapter 13

As the shockwave forced them downwards, Theo realized the vast gulfs between Authorities. He had started to cast a gravitational field to keep them from falling, then abandoned it when he realized just how much power was beating down over the landscape. The Dortorus judge had been holding her own before activating her Ethereal Floor, no doubt when threatened by Guchiro, so things were about to get much worse.
He wished that he could have watched their fight, but he was too busy keeping the rest of them alive. Theo drew all of them together with a point of mass even as they fell through the clouds, then cast a field to reduce their gravitational acceleration without canceling it.
Not enough. He'd again underestimated the shockwaves emanating from above, which pushed them deep into the cloud layer. Soon they were tumbling out the other side in darkness and it was a very thin consolation prize that his gravity senses activated automatically.
They informed him that their group was going to be shredded across the slope of craggy mountains.
A powerful inverted field managed to slow their momentum enough that the first impact was only jarring, not injuring. They bounced off the slope, tumbling further into the darkness. Theo had been to an undercloud region of Noven once before and found it a surreal environment, but this area was almost as pitch black as Ichil.
Nearby, he could feel that Fiyu and Nauda had grabbed hold of one another. A random Noveni had somehow come along with them, despite Theo focusing on their group - he must have been too close to Nauda when the shockwave hit. Theo's senses weren't precise enough to determine the extent of the group's injuries, so he focused on arresting their movement with another gravitational field.
As they slid to a halt, Theo turned to the group. "Everyone alright?"
"We suffered no injuries," Fiyu said. She sounded distracted, but relatively calm. "Do not worry, this region does not appear to be dangerous."
"Right, it might be more dangerous above the clouds, given the-" Before he could say any more, bright golden light pierced the darkness.
When he turned to look, he saw the Dortorus team descending toward them. It seemed like the shockwave had blown them through the clouds as well, but they had an Authority with them. His cantae had flowed around the group, turning their fall into a controlled glide.
A glide directly toward them. They didn't think the fight was over.
"Were you part of the attack?" one of the group demanded.
"We aren't even from this world!" Nauda shouted back.
Theo was more interested in examining the odds, because he presumed combat was inevitable. The Dortorus team was one Authority and three Rulers, which was formidable from the start. He also disliked the fact that the female Ruler who had started antagonizing them was still gathering cantae around her arm. If she had maintained her technique through all the jostling, it must be strategically important.
On their side, he had the three of them... and the random Noveni. In the golden light that now illuminated the crags around them, he could see that the man was the one who had failed earlier. Isorales, maybe. Technically he was a Ruler, but after seeing him give up on his ascension, Theo wasn't counting on any help from him.
The odds were decidedly against them. Theo focused on his cantae flow to prepare. The sphere lit up faster than before, thanks to the alacrispark, but the distortion in his theme made it unstable. He couldn't harness the full power of his internal singularity in that moment... but he could draw on most of it. If he struck at the right moment, that might be enough.
"Enough!" It was the Ruler with the cantae all down her arm again. "We'll take you in and sort the facts out later."
She raised her hand and Theo braced himself to move, but the effect was nearly instantaneous. The cantae was uncoiling from her arm one instant and blanketing the landscape the next. It manifested as a violent rainbow that washed over him, throwing his body into disarray.
A disabling attack. Theo smiled as he realized that it was very similar to one of his own chambers and thus poorly suited to attacking him. Some of the energy washed off his coat, his inertialvoid made his own body an inviolate space that could resist outside influences, and his acclimatization chamber was rapidly helping him adjust. He was nearly immune to the attack.
Someone's cry of pain drew Theo's attention, even though he didn't recognize the voice. It was Isorales, clutching his ears and falling to the ground. No help from him.
Beside the fallen Noveni, Fiyu and Nauda were still standing. Fiyu's Corporeal Floor strengthened her body enough that she wouldn't be disabled by some minor shaking, while Nauda... he thought that she was just enduring the attack. No doubt that twisted heart she had in her soulhome was working overtime, regenerating the minor injuries caused by the disruption. But given the way she raised her staff, it looked as though she was immune as well.
The failure of the rainbow light clearly intimidated the Dortorus team and the other Rulers hesitated instead of attacking. Their Authority finally snarled out a command and rushed to attack, golden light expanding from him. Fiyu met it with a lance of darkness that knocked him off course.
Theo should have joined that fight, since Fiyu would be outmatched, but one of the other Rulers leapt at him. When Theo tried to cast a gravitational field, he was surprised to see the Ruler light up with an aura and sail through it. These were strong soulcrafters, so of course they had defensive techniques of their own.
"No more tricks!" The Ruler landed a punch to the chest and turned it into a grapple, then began striking him. "I hate little worms like you who-"
Instead of trying to use any of his other techniques, Theo grabbed the man's arm and chucked him. He might not have been physically focused, but he hadn't neglected all of his enhancement rooms. Shocked at his thin opponent's strength, the Noveni Ruler wasn't prepared for a counterattack. Theo hurled him back toward the others, managing to hit one of the other Rulers.
Now that Theo was free, he focused on harnessing his full singularity. His first thought had been to end the battle lethally, but as he saw the others fight, he realized that the Noveni didn't consider this a battle to the death. No, he didn't want to get into trouble. They'd already proved they were no push-overs, so his goal was to disengage.
He just had to find the right opportunity, before any of his allies could take an injury...
~ ~ ~
Even though enemies were threatening them, Fiyu struggled to focus on them from the very beginning. She had felt secure at first, safe with her relative at her side. But then when the enemy Dortorus had begun attacking wildly, her relative had needed to depart. At first Fiyu had been confident in his victory, then increasingly worried for his safety.
She had been educated about Ethereal Floors, but she had never seen one in action.
Enemy Nifanos had at first appeared inferior to Relative Guchiro. Quick and experienced, but dependent on green streaks of cantae that appeared mostly useful for quickly taking out weaker opponents. Her relative easily evaded or deflected them while binding her limbs with arcs of darkness. He was attempting to deescalate the battle before it could grow out of control, which Fiyu thought was wise. When their attacks met cantae to cantae, her relative won, likely due to the added intensity from his basement.
Then it had all changed. The hot aura of cantae had been the most obvious, making Enemy Nifanos burn as oppressively as any of Noven's suns. Worse than that, new power flowed through her, as if she had been holding back part of her soulhome. Lines of liquid cantae, more dense than the rest, flowed from her core over her wings.
Not only did the transformation make her streaking beams increase threefold, her cantae grew more intense. Her next beam shredded through her relative's shield of darkness and Fiyu's heart leapt to her throat as she feared for him. He managed to twist out of the way and shifted to a defensive strategy as his opponent vented her new power.
Even when Fiyu and her friends had been knocked below the clouds, she still attempted to follow the battle with her senses. The clouds were unusually dense, but her senses were now a part of her and could pierce them.
Though he fought very cautiously, Relative Guchiro did not give way. Enemy Nifanos went from occasionally throwing a beam in his direction to focusing her full attention on him. As she failed to strike, and a lance of darkness even scored one of her wings, Fiyu could feel the tension in the woman's body rising.
Then the light struck Fiyu and all her attention was forced back to the battle.
The Authority of the Dortorus team had always been the greatest threat simply due to his soulcrafting tier. But his light was fundamentally different from the others and Fiyu realized with dismay that it was tangible. Like a twisted version of her own darkness, he could extend light in physical form. Terrible shafts or tendrils of light that could worm their way into any safe space...
Fiyu quickly realized that, against a superior opponent, she couldn't afford to pay attention to anything other than her own battle. The first attack might have bested her, if Friend Nauda had not stepped in and used her staff to briefly arrest his strike.
No matter how she tried to retreat, Fiyu found the enemy Authority chasing her. Whenever she tried to use her new darkness technique, mostly to assist her allies, he would immediately shatter her darkness as if it was offensive to him. She escaped him through her stealth technique and he promptly began emitting thin filaments of light over the battlefield. Unless she could escape their advance, he would be able to locate her by detecting which filaments touched her.
Why did he hate her enough to use such a wasteful technique? Fiyu could feel that the muscles in his back were tense not just with battle, but as if he had something against her. There was no way to solve the conundrum. It was all she could do just to escape his assault.
Then, just when she began to despair, Friend Theo acted. A gravitational field took hold of all the enemy soulcrafters, even the Authority who had just expended so much of his cantae. This one was far more powerful than she had seen before, sending them plummeting up into the clouds.
At the same time, Friend Theo used another field to drop all of them to the side. As they flew over the landscape away from the mountain, Fiyu realized his intent. She extended her stealth technique over her friends and also the strange Noveni with them. To the disoriented enemies, they would have seemed to simply disappear and could be anywhere in the shadows.
After redirecting their path several times, Friend Theo let them all settle down on the soil. They had flown deep into the valley, the clouds now so far overhead that Fiyu couldn't sense through them. Other than the pleasant lack of sunlight, the landscape on the underside of Noven appeared very similar to the above. Between the density of mountain rocks, she could feel rich soil and plants that felt very similar to those she already knew. It appeared to be a peaceful place, not like the danger of many Ichili regions.
"So cold..." The Noveni man had wrapped his wings around his body and was shivering. Fiyu had not noticed the difference, but she sensed that Friend Nauda's skin was prickling as if chilled.
Fiyu had prepared for this possibility! She quickly reached into her soulhome and removed one of the coats to wrap around Friend Nauda. There was gear for the others as well, but Friend Theo's clothing was more practical for cold environments than Friend Nauda's dress. It did not appear to be too cold, merely lacking in sunlight and somewhat chilly.
"We need shelter," the Unknown Noveni said. "Several suns will be setting soon, so the temperature will drop rapidly..."
"That's not a problem," Friend Theo said. "I can just-"
"Don't do anything rash. My grandfather will send someone for me, we just need to hold on long enough."
The words made Friend Theo's facial muscles twitch for just a moment. Fiyu was unsure what it meant, but instead of simply carrying them all upward on a field, he sat down to wait. She had to presume there was some reason he wanted to meet this relative of the Noveni.
"Are you alright, Isorales?" Friend Nauda bent down beside him and put a hand on his shoulder.
"I'll be okay... that attack just felt like it flipped my stomach upside-down." He shivered again and Friend Nauda quickly placed the coat over his shoulders. "Thank you. I can't believe you fought the Dortorus team for so long. I thought for sure they were going to knock us out of the Wakespire right here."
"We're tougher than that, and so are you. You took some nasty hits there."
"My soulhome has a few tricks, I just... I don't know..."
Fiyu watched their interactions and her coat with mild consternation. That coat had been meant for Friend Nauda, not Unknown Isorales. Worse still was analyzing the tension within Friend Nauda's musculature and attempting to read it. Did she care for Unknown Isorales in some way? It could be very difficult to understand her emotions because she displayed such high levels of familiarity with everyone.
"The two of us should talk," Friend Nauda said to him. "If the Dortorus team is playing so aggressively, we need to stick together."
"I guess we could. I'll need to talk to my family."
Why was Friend Nauda so interested? It was possible that she was romantically attracted to the Noveni. If so, Fiyu should have been happy for her friend, but she struggled to find that emotion. Everything was much too complicated, so she was glad when Friend Theo changed the topic.
"Who was the man who attacked during the ascension?" he asked. "Judging from the wings I'd guess he's a Terefilia, but is that reductive?"
"I don't know him," Competitor Isorales said, "and I'd bet no one else will either. I'm guessing the investigation will show he was a random malcontent from below with no provable connection to the Terefilia lineage."
"But you think they paid him?"
"Or did something to inspire his attack. What he did was a crime... I don't know how it works in your worlds, but there are limits to how much you can harm someone here. Still, if they can't prove any connection... I don't know how it will turn out, but they might be assuming the investigation will take too long to prevent their advantage in the Wakespire..."
In the meantime, however, it would be considered an escalation by all sides. Even if the attacker truly was uninvolved, the Dortorus teams would target the Terefilia teams on the assumption it was a planned attack. That would only make the entire contest more dangerous. She hoped they could make it through... she hoped Relative Guchiro was well... she hoped Friend Nauda...
Fiyu sat down and focused on meditation. There was some discussion of how they would be found, which revealed that Competitor Isorales carried an armament that served to locate him. It was being suppressed by Fiyu's stealth sphere, so she released it. While they waited, the others chatted or soulcrafted.
When she extended her senses as much as she could, she was fairly certain that the battle overhead had stopped. Only two other people had fallen through the clouds, and neither was Relative Guchiro. She could only trust in his strength.
During the conversation, Unknown Isorales proved to be kind and polite. It would have been simpler if he had been inconsiderate, but he expressed thanks for their help and never disturbed Fiyu. He was clearly troubled by the cold and dark judging from the occasional flinches in his legs and wings, but he suppressed those reactions as well as he could. Overall, his movements reminded her of a small animal fearful that predators would swoop down at any moment.
After several hours, a great vessel broke through the clouds. The disk was formed from several dense materials, including rings of sublime metal that put off large columns of light. They swept over the land, clearly searching for fallen soulcrafters. Though it ran against her instincts, Fiyu forced herself to sit calmly and use no stealth while the others caught the attention of the vessel.
It soon swept down toward them, and as it drew closer Fiyu could feel multiple Noveni crew. The only one who stuck out to her was an old man who stood at the prow. At first because he was a Stronghold, then because she realized she recognized the patterns of his wrinkles. He had been one of the judges after the Wakespire, which from context made him likely to be Prince Jorotafes Jadadictus.
"There you are." Unknown Jorotafes leaned over the side and frowned down at Unknown Isorales. "Looks like you saved my grandson's sorry wings."
"We were mostly defending ourselves," Friend Nauda said. "What happened in the battle overhead?"
"No deaths, a few injuries. It's being written off as hotheadedness." The old man snorted as he looked over the group. "These youths are all the same tier as you, Isorales. What are you doing letting them save you?"
"I'm sorry, grandfather." Unknown Isorales lowered his eyes and his broken wing trembled in an odd pattern that did not seem physically necessary.
"Well, that's the state of things. You all have the gratitude of the Jadadictus lineage."
"Thank you." Friend Theo stepped forward and bowed, strangely tense the entire time as if anticipating. "I must say, I am a great admirer of your work. Even the slightest bit of sculpture from you would more than repay our efforts in-"
The old man snorted again and turned away. "If you want to earn a statue, you'd have to give me something of value."
Fiyu stared in dismay even as they boarded the vessel and rose toward the clouds. That was not an appropriate way for a relative to behave. She had thought that Unknown Isorales was perhaps unaccustomed to danger, but now she reconsidered the patterns of his muscles and concluded that his fear had social origins.
When at last they broke through the clouds, Fiyu didn't even care about the suns beating down on her: she could sense Relative Guchiro. He flew toward them so rapidly that clouds scattered underneath him, alarming the guards aboard the vessel. They weren't fast enough to stop him and Unknown Jorotafes only glanced in his direction, so Relative Guchiro was able to sweep up beside her in an instant.
Fiyu immediately went to his arms and let his cloak enfold her. She wanted nothing more than to return to their rooms and remain in her tent for the rest of the day. There had been more than enough of other people and their strange problems.




Chapter 14

For a couple days after the incident, Theo focused on polishing work, never pushing himself to exhaustion just in case they would be attacked. Eventually he accepted that the matter wouldn't turn into a larger problem. Compared to worlds like Deuxan, Noven did a better job of avoiding feuds by escalating everything to higher authorities, who were generally invested in the status quo.
At least, the cultures he'd seen did. Theo tried to set aside his assumptions and just focus on soulcrafting.
The brief conflict with the Dortorus team had left him a little dissatisfied, yet for once he didn't think he needed to change his strategy. If he fixed the problem with the alacrispark, resolved a few minor issues, and ascended, his blueprint would work perfectly. In fact, based on how the Authorities had fought and how Fiyu had even managed to trade a few blows with one, he suspected that he wouldn't need to worry about 10th class Noveni Authorities.
Which meant he was back to the same old problems. Without a lightegg, all he could do was make some more bricks, do a little more polishing, and-
"Give Senka yummies!"
She crawled up over the side of the balcony railing and then flopped to the floor. Theo sighed.
"Seriously, give me some sporping food! I haven't eaten in ages." Senka, suddenly speaking much less playfully, tossed a sack in his direction. He negated its momentum instinctively with an anchoring point and pulled it closer, meanwhile gesturing toward the nearest table.
"There's lots of manna over there. Assuming it tastes fine to you?"
"Everything tastes equally awful." Senka hopped up onto the table and began shoving fistfuls of the pellets into her mouth, so Theo took the time to examine what she had brought him.
Instead of random rubbish, the sack contained several sublime materials. The heaviest slid out first: a number of dark stones that appeared ordinary enough until they caught the light. They seemed to alternate between soaking up the sunlight and expelling it in flashes. Less dramatic but perhaps more powerful was a rough blue material that puzzled him until he abruptly recognized it as fragments of bark. Like the pieces he'd taken off oak trees as a kid, a very long time ago.
"Winterbark and lightstriker stone," Senka said between fistfuls. "Maybe not the strongest materials, but they have some rare qualities."
"Modulating energy," Theo said softly as he turned them over in his hands. The winterbark had seemed ordinary at first, color aside, but now he realized that it was manipulating heat. "Exactly the sort of thing I needed for the alacrispark. You collected these for me?"
"Stole 'em."
Theo sighed and looked up toward Senka, who didn't look even slightly guilty. "Look, I know I don't have much room to talk, but did you steal these from someone who needed them?"
"I stole it from a cruel and ugly man who was, at the moment of the theft, kicking a small child." She stopped eating long enough to stare at him. "In all the chaos over that fight, it was easy to slip into a warehouse. Trust me, it won't be traced back to you."
That hadn't been his concern... but the ethical question fell away as he realized the potency of the materials in his hands. He hadn't been planning on creating the modulating materials on his own, but it was well within his capabilities. What he needed to do was have the heat of the alacrispark absorbed by the winterbark and the light channeled into the lightstriker stone. If he crafted everything right, the result should neutralize all the disruptive cantae and return his spherical flow to perfection.
"Thank you, Senka." He made sure to look away from his work long enough to really smile at her. "Are you doing alright? I haven't seen you much lately."
"Other than this, I've been trying to rest up. I need to conserve my strength." She swung her legs over the edge of the table, one atop the other, and for a moment looked more like the adult she was. "I don't mind supporting you for now, but after you reach Authority... we should be able to help each other."
"Well, thanks to this, that day will come a little sooner."
Senka nodded to him briefly, then flopped onto her side and rolled away. He hesitated when she went over the side of the table, but she just squawked and kept rolling over the floor. Best to leave Senka to her Senkaisms.
There was so much work to do, and so little time before the next round of the Wakespire.
~ ~ ~
When Nauda had been an adolescent, she'd been forced to physically train until her fists were bloody. Somehow, years later and worlds away, she found herself engaging in very similar training. This time she was using a staff, and the object she struck was a stone pillar instead of a wall, but the process was much the same. The aches and pains were like old friends.
This time, the only thing pushing her was herself.
Soulcrafting in their private rooms was well and good, but she couldn't very well practice her physical skills without disrupting Fiyu and Theo. She'd left to find some kind of public park and instead stumbled across what appeared to be a training palace. The outside was as bright as the others, but the interior was mostly practical stone.
That included pillars for soulcrafters to strike. It was mostly just Noveni with physical specialties, of course, but there were more of those than she expected. There were Rulers leaving cracks through the stone despite the fact that they weren't using any cantae. They had all regarded Nauda skeptically, even after she paid the entry fee, and only ignored her after watching her train.
As important as the physical aspect was, her training was primarily dedicated to mastering the techniques she already possessed. Each round she struck the pillar with her binding technique, then switched to her glove to test nullification, then retreated while sweeping a ward across the floor with one foot. It wasn't like fighting a real opponent, but she needed all her skills available in an instant.
While she trained, she considered her newest work in her soulhome. Remembering what Theo had said, she'd been focusing on her staff tower. The second floor had cantae from all three techniques swirling in it and she needed to improve her discipline to be able to use any of them at a moment's notice.
The third floor of her staff was still mostly empty, as it was in her death tower. Nauda had completely accepted that absence and only soulcrafted to improve what she had. If they did well enough to win the round after next, maybe she could get some new materials. For the time being, she needed to put all her effort into helping the others win.
Once she was too tired to train further, Nauda retreated from the pillar to one of the other rooms. She took a drink of water from a large gold fountain, completely numb in both body and spirit. There were other soulcrafters training around her and most gave her polite enough nods.
Looking over them reminded her that she wasn't as far behind as she felt. The Wakespire wasn't just the best local soulcrafters, it was a gathering of elites. Here in a normal training area, most were base soulcrafters and Rulers weren't all that common. She seemed to get more respect than she had expected, though everyone kept asking her about her Ruler class and she didn't know what to answer.
If they respected her, could she get them to spar with her? The truth was that she had the sparring partners she needed in her allies, so what she really needed was living punching bags. Most of her staff techniques relied on directly fighting other cantae, so she could only get so far on her own.
Before she could follow that train of thought, Nauda noticed a young man munching on something. It was roughly the color of the usual manna, but shaped like a disc. Even from a distance, she could smell a sweet scent she didn't associate with Noveni food. It might have been rude, but she automatically walked over to take a look.
"Excuse me, may I ask what that is?"
"This?" He blinked down at his food. "Uh, it's a manna cake. Just the usual held together by a fruit syrup. Really sweet, I know, but I like it for training."
"Huh." It was one of the first times she'd seen much innovation in Noveni cooking and the scent triggered a new idea.
"Um, do you want some?" He started to break off a piece, so she had no social choice but to accept.
"Thank you very much." Nauda popped it into her mouth and... it tasted like sweeter manna. She smiled at him to try to take the edge off anything improper about the whole encounter and moved away thinking about it.
If she ever told others about the revelation that had just come to her, she would need to edit the story or she'd sound silly. Her first thought about the manna cake had been that she should use some sort of honey to improve the flavor. Only after thinking about that did she remember that she had sublime bees in her soulhome producing honey, and only then had it occurred to her that she might be able to produce sublime food with healing properties.
At the moment her soulhome wasn't developed enough to create anything extraordinary and her output volume would always be limited by the sublime bees. But they had been producing more than enough, so perhaps she could use the excess for something. Outside her soulhome the quantity would be small, but if she collected it and mixed it with manna...
Nauda was so fixated on her idea that she barely noticed when someone walked up next to her.
"Is there something I can do to help?" Isorales asked. He looked extremely out of place in the stone training hall and seemed entirely conscious of it.
"With my training?" She smiled wryly as she spoke, because she'd been expecting this conversation ever since they'd gotten back to Ugustial.
"I guess so, in a long term sense." Isorales glanced around the area nervously. "Listen, is there somewhere we can talk more privately? I have a proposition for the Wakespire."
"I was thinking about going back anyway," Nauda said. "If you're serious about making some sort of agreement, you'll need to talk to the others anyway."
Isorales either agreed with that plan or he was bullied into following her. The sleigh was sitting outside the palace where she'd left it, bound in several rings of wards. While she removed them, Isorales examined the sleigh and ran his hands over it appreciatively.
"This is well-made, but very strange... you can't have gotten it from here."
"It's from Deuxan," Nauda explained as she hopped inside, "but we've made some changes since then."
"I think I like it. So many of our ships are flat. But, uh... I guess that's not important..."
He trailed off as they began flying. It was obvious that the conversation needed to move to the real topic, but he didn't seem inclined to get there. Nauda decided to give him time, since it was a ways across Ugustial anyway. Eventually he took a deep breath and began speaking.
"I should tell you right away that I don't have access to the full resources of the Jadadictus lineage." Isorales shifted uncomfortably in the seat behind her. "I'm not exactly the most respected member of the family. But I've been carried by my allies through two rounds, so I do have some sublime materials."
"Speaking of your family, is there any conflict we should know about?" Nauda asked. If his Stronghold grandfather had come to rescue him, he must be reasonably important, but every other detail suggested that he carried baggage with him.
"Oh, that's nothing complex. My grandfather made our lineage one of the most powerful in the city, but his children... well, I shouldn't judge. Our reputation got worse... my parents were the responsible ones, but they're not geniuses like Grandfather. They had pinned all their hopes on me turning things around and... I've been a pretty big disappointment."
Nauda couldn't really relate to any of what he said, but she could see the wounds in his behavior. She continued guiding the sleigh for a time before she realized what question she needed to ask. "What do you want from us?"
"Help in the next round." Isorales spoke too quickly, then swallowed and shrank back. "You saw me fail before, right? If I'm going to reach Authority, there are materials I need. My parents' blueprint requires rare materials and they're hard to find. This sublime legacy might be my only chance for decades."
"And the materials you need are in the next round?"
"That's right. Everything else, they've already bought me, for all the good it did. So I want you to help me win the next round."
She glanced over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow. "I assume you're not asking us to go beat up the Dortorus teams."
"N-no! Nothing like that!" Isorales shook his head slowly. "But there are only two Jadadictus teams left after that fight, so I won't be getting many blessings. And if they decide to target me, I'll be in trouble. You could still get a decent score while helping me win the round."
Since it wasn't solely her decision, Nauda didn't respond right away. Their flight had taken them back to the palace, and instead of going through the main entrance she stopped the sleigh beside the balcony. As she got out, she saw that Fiyu was watching her carefully as if concerned. Theo sat cross-legged, still soulcrafting, but she could feel his cantae building.
"Easy, everyone, I just brought someone here to talk." She turned to wave to Isorales, but he was tripping over his robes trying to get out of the sleigh. "We have a proposal from the Jadadictus family and I think we should at least hear him out."
Guchiro was absent, so it was just the three of them listening while Isorales explained the situation again. He fumbled over his words a lot more, no doubt due to the audience. Fiyu could be absolutely inscrutable with her mask covering her eyes, and Theo's default expression was a glare. Eventually he managed to get out the suggestion, which didn't improve Theo's mood at all.
"If you need to win," Theo said, "that's a tall order. Just naming you in a Room of Blessing is nothing - we already did that last time and it wasn't enough."
"That... that's true." Isorales dropped his eyes to the table. "And I'm grateful for it... that's part of the reason I approached you."
"Then do you really have a plan at all?"
"I want you to run interference in the spiraling room. If we combine the best remaining Jadadictus soulcrafters, we can get there first, I've tested it. You're fast too, so you'll be just behind. If you stay, you can hold back the others. Just for a while, then follow." As he spoke, Isorales seemed to get caught up in his plan and his stammer disappeared. "After the tenth floor they introduce duel rooms, and that's the only part of the spire that's predictable. Fights are determined by arrival time; I've analyzed every fight and I'm sure of it. So if you arrive at the same time and throw the match, we'd have a huge advantage."
Theo folded his arms skeptically. "That might work, but you're asking us to dedicate an entire round to helping you. What do you have to offer that would be equal to that?"
"This." Isorales reached into his soulhome and set a lightegg onto the table.
Nauda was sure it was a lightegg just from the way Theo stiffened and then tried to hide his reaction. After hearing so much about the material, the dull white sphere surprised her. In terms of cantae it was far more impressive, unbelievably dense layers upon layers of sublime power. Fiyu appeared fixated on it and Nauda could only wonder what she was seeing with her special senses.
"This, uh... that's the material you wanted, right?" Isorales must have misinterpreted their silence, because he stumbled on. "The Dortorus prince just wanted to stop you from getting the lighteggs as payback. They weren't the first choice, because they're generally too hard to use. I don't think I can use them at all, actually. I chose these as my reward because I hoped this deal would work out, so..."
Theo sighed and rubbed his forehead. "You might not want to bring your most valuable playing piece directly into someone else's territory."
"You... wouldn't steal it, would you?"
"And you might not want to tell someone you're negotiating with that you don't have another option."
"That is... a good point." Isorales swallowed and sat back. "But you wouldn't tell me that unless you were planning to agree, right? I took the complete set and I think you want to trade for them all."
"The lighteggs are a good start, but it's not enough." Theo leaned forward, gaze piercing Isorales. "I want your grandfather to build sublime statues for us. Not for now, for a later tier."
"I definitely can't do that. He wouldn't listen to me, and he hasn't made anything even for family members in years."
"Surely he can offer something else?" Nauda asked. She glanced toward Theo as if to plead, but judging from his look, he'd just been negotiating hard. Helping him pin Isorales hadn't been her plan, but it was too late, so she might as well play the role.
Since Fiyu didn't object, they began negotiations for what they'd receive in return for their assistance. Theo seemed to view the lighteggs as his payment, so he had been negotiating for the two of them. Fiyu said that she wasn't sure what she wanted and deferred her payment for later. It didn't take Nauda long to realize what she needed: an armament specialist to help her with her nullification glove.
As they finalized their agreement, Nauda flexed her gloved hand repeatedly. She wasn't sure if this alliance would help or hurt them, but she knew exactly what she needed to do.




Chapter 15

When Fiyu could no longer work on her own soulcrafting, she would examine her lightegg. It really was a curious artifact. She had encountered stranger sublime materials, but none that seemed so simultaneously powerful and inaccessible. The process the sublime beasts used to create it packed cantae-dense materials so closely that the result seemed impenetrable.
She had examined it with her relative, analyzing how the pieces could be broken apart to enhance a soulhome. The process was a reasonable one with clear benefits, but the lightegg was simply too... light. The dark ground of her soul couldn't absorb such a bright material.
Fiyu was not overly concerned for herself, especially because her relative told her that he had special plans that would assist her. She was certain that Friend Theo would be terribly disappointed that she couldn't use his gift, however.
At the moment she sat in her room, maintaining a shield of darkness while soulcrafting her enhancement chambers. Even if their goal was new capacities, she wanted to be less fragile so that she could keep up with her friends. The fact that they were not aiming for victory changed nothing about her desire to perform as well as possible.
Before she could make much progress, Friend Theo entered the room. Intending to ask more questions about precise soulcrafting on his sensory chamber, no doubt. Betrayer Senka was clinging to his leg, babbling something, and because Friend Theo was ignoring her, Fiyu resolved to do the same.
"I am afraid I cannot use this." She withdrew the lightegg from her home and set it on the floor in front of her. "The substance of it is not appropriate for the theme of my soulhome."
"I was afraid of that." Friend Theo didn't reach down to take it back, instead frowning at the sublime material. "Normally, I'd wonder if we could hire someone who could convert it, but the lighteggs are probably too dense for that."
"Would you be able to use a second?"
"No, I think one egg will be all my foundation can absorb." At that moment Betrayer Senka lunged for the lightegg and Friend Theo snapped it up before she could slobber all over the surface. "Well, we can try to find something appropriate for you."
"Are you here with questions regarding your gravitational sense again? That would be very surprising." Fiyu made her attempt at a sort of lyingwit hesitantly and was relieved when Friend Theo smiled. All the tight muscles in his shoulders and arms relaxed just a little.
"Alright, I guess I'm predictable these days. Is it a problem?"
"Not at all. But I wanted to ask you a question first."
"Go ahead."
"Do you intend to ascend before the next round of the Wakespire?" Fiyu asked. She made sure to remove her smile so that he would know she was serious. "It will make a difference in strategy, including my answers to your soulcrafting questions."
Friend Theo didn't answer for some time. His eyelids were closed, but she could sense his eyes twitching underneath as he considered. "It depends. If I manage an ascension, it would be at the last minute and I wouldn't be able to show anyone my true potential at Authority. I'm not sure if surprise has more value in this contest."
"But you will do what is best for your long term progress, I am sure."
"As always." Friend Theo smiled again as if she had been jesting, but she had been entirely serious. Fiyu gestured for him to join her and set her mind to the newest questions.
~ ~ ~
Nauda had believed she had seen Theo soulcrafting obsessively. She had been wrong.
With only a few days left until the next competition, he worked like a madman. He no longer shaved or combed his hair, and sometimes even failed to bathe. When their gazes met, his eyes were like clear windows with nothing but an endless stream of calculations and sublime materials behind them. While he lived and breathed the details of his soulhome he often forgot to eat and she wouldn't put it past him to forget to breathe if it was possible.
So when he called for her, she knew exactly what it would be about. "Can you use your telescope?" he asked, without looking up from his drawing. "I need an outside eye to check that I'm not missing anything."
"I'll do what I can, but I'm not sure what I can accomplish at this stage." She put a hand on his shoulder and slipped into his soulhome.
It looked much like it had since he'd reached Ruler, but far more elaborate than she'd ever seen it. Carvings covered every available surface with patterns specific to the room. He'd added dozens of minor enhancing materials, soulcrafted into frames and bases and ornaments. They couldn't do more than improve his cantae, efficiency, or abilities by a tiny fraction, but he was increasingly obsessive about the details.
"The sphere is solid," Theo said as he rose into the air through his central shaft, "but there are so many details. I'm afraid that I'll start to ascend and realize a brick is out of place or I left some tool lying out."
"A missing brick could cause trouble, but would a random tool really do any damage?"
"Well, no, but it could distract me at a critical moment."
As he looked over his soulhome, Nauda was more impressed than anything. She knew about three-dimensional designs, but integrating so many different doors and vents into a giant sphere was something she could never have come up with. Instead of keeping her thoughts to herself, she decided that he could probably use the encouragement for once.
"Honestly, I'm just impressed by the unity of everything," she said. "Even my new design doesn't have anything like this."
"It will." Theo finally looked up at her, though she had a feeling he saw nothing but her soulhome. "You aren't at full strength at Ruler, but in one or two tiers, when all your towers start unifying and your statue takes shape, you'll start seeing your full potential."
"Well, I'll hope I make it that far."
"You should. Nauda... sorry about this. It's just that I've already gotten a second chance and I want to make the most of it. I know it's not fair to ask y-"
"Actually, I did notice something." Nauda bent down beside his vestibule and tapped on the plants growing alongside his wall. "All your static materials are perfect, but your foundation is a bit overgrown. Are these vines that root of yours? You'd want to trim them back, just not too far."
"Of course! Idiocy... how could I have overlooked something so obvious?" Theo wandered back into his soulhome, muttering to himself.
It seemed as though he'd entirely forgotten about her. Nauda slipped out of his soulhome with a smile on her face and left him to his work.
~ ~ ~
Could anyone ever truly finish a soulhome? The question would have struck him as a stupid truism not long ago, but now Theo woke up in the middle of the night unable to think of anything else.
Not long ago, he'd had a clear list of tasks that remained. Now they were all complete: he'd modulated the alacrispark, polished every surface, and placed the last brick of his pyramid. Yet he couldn't be ready, not yet. There were still carvings he could improve, or rooms that could use another secondary material, or oversights like the grass. Instead of a simple set of clear tasks, he had a dozen shifting lists of possibilities.
His largest concern was the potential for his secondary techniques to fail. In theory, many abilities that only partially worked at Ruler - such as anti-mass and tunneling - would finally come into their own at Authority when his cantae became denser. Theo used his tunnelegg to create a link between the air inside the room and the air outside and stared at the result irritably. The miniature wormhole brought in a thin current of air from the outside and it was big enough for him to teleport his singularity, but no more. After he ascended, he should be able to tunnel much larger objects, creating portals or teleporting himself. Unless his understanding of cantae was wrong and those abilities just didn't manifest due to some unknown reason. If it didn't work, then months of soulcrafting preparations would go to waste.
Was it foolish to even consider ascending before he had mastery of his gravitational sense? He had stopped making modifications to the chamber itself, as even Guchiro said that he had finished the soulcrafting. Theo's operating theory was that his brain needed time to rewire neurons to adapt to a brand new sense. If his brain was reflected in his soul, then there might be all manner of improvements that he couldn't yet see.
What about the tornadogems? They were rotating in time with his orbit, which was enough to fuse them into his overall cantae flow, but they were ultimately more wind than gravity. Should he build another modulating apparatus to convert the cantae? Or what if he built a tube through the entire floor and had them flow through it? They could directly parallel the horizontal orbit of his cantae. It would require remodeling, but if he-
"Theo." A voice from outside spoke his name, and not for the first time. Soon after a pillow struck his face and he was forced to emerge to look at Fiyu.
"What is it?" He hadn't intended to snap, but the words shot out. So much to do...
"You have been preparing for your ascension very dutifully."
"It has to be perfect. Do you think the treated windows are good enough? I was thinking that I should grind a gravitational material into sand and produce new glass. It would require hiring a high tier artisan, but-"
"Theo, listen to my words."
Something new in Fiyu's tone interrupted the flow of his soulcrafting. Theo slowly released everything he had been planning to say and kept his mouth shut.
"At times you have criticized me for not ascending," Fiyu said. "You did not say as much, but you believed I was spending too much time polishing my soulhome instead of advancing with you."
"I didn't mean to criticize, Fiyu. I just-"
"Please remember that when I tell you that you are delaying." Fiyu knelt down in front of him and touched the side of his head gently. "Theo, you have worked too hard and you are no longer thinking clearly. You cannot endlessly remodel your soulhome. At some point, you must embrace what you have built in order to advance."
"I..." Theo took a deep breath and let it out very slowly. All his foolish plans dissolved and he rubbed his face roughly. "You're right. I'm just rearranging the furniture at this point."
"Then you will ascend?" Fiyu withdrew her hand and smiled at him. Theo had to take another breath before answering.
"Yes. It's finally time."




Chapter 16

Even though it felt wasteful, Theo made himself get a full night of sleep and spend some time relaxing so that he would be at his best. To his surprise, he found it a little unsatisfying. He would have liked to spend time with his friends, but he couldn't justify distracting them when they had so much work of their own to be doing. Senka would have been a nice distraction as well, if she hadn't been completely insufferable since giving him the materials.
After eating a leisurely breakfast, Theo accepted that it was time. No more work, no more delays. He didn't need any grand ceremonies or special locations, but he did notify the others that he was about to start.
If anything went terribly wrong, they might be able to help. Then again, if he ruined this ascension, he was as good as dead, with enemies like Vistgil.
When he entered his soulhome, he walked through all its chambers one last time. He'd removed every unnecessary material and tool, leaving only those that were integrated with his soulhome and major materials that he wanted to be strengthened in the ascension. The lostflesh throbbed at the bottom of his heart column where it could soak up cantae but not do any harm. Everything else had been given to Nauda for safekeeping.
Then there was only one other item: Theo carefully lifted the lightegg and carried it to the top of his soulhome.
He threw his will against the heavens, and it was easy at first. Yes, the pressure struck him and tore into his soul. Yes, it required the full exertion of his will. But he'd been back in the Nine soulcrafting for a long time and his spirit had rebuilt his reserves. If he braced himself, walking up the side of his pyramid was no worse than walking into a fierce wind.
The acid rain began not long after, but that was why he had spent so much time armoring the exterior of his soulhome. He didn't even worry about the rain eating into the materials, just pushed onward until he reached the top of his soulhome.
With a full pyramid instead of a gimmick, getting this far had been surprisingly easy. But as Theo pierced the sky, the true force of the ascension bore down on him with the same power that he'd seen crack open many soulhomes.
There was absolutely no possibility of resisting it. Raw cantae swept from above, flooding inside his soulhome instead of reinforcing it. For a terrible moment he remembered his flawed first ascension, when the power had crashed around within his soulhome and caused so much disorder. This time, it was caught by the curved wedges in each corner and automatically began flowing upwards into the sphere that had been forged into his soulhome and mind.
Theo took control of the raging torrent and forced it to follow his usual flow. Even more was rushing down from above, but he seized it with his will and wrenched it to the side. Instead of breaking in from all sides, it flowed through his vestibule door. That small room, the very first he'd soulcrafted after his return, did an admirable job of blunting the impact and allowing him to drain the rest into his sphere.
Everything felt right. He was fully unified with his blueprint.
If he had thrown all his willpower upwards in that second, he might have been able to break through and become an Authority. But that wasn't enough.
Trembling with the effort, Theo raised the lightegg over his head into the incoming power. The concentrated force of the ascension raged against it for a time before it finally cracked. His spiritual arms were aching, but he needed to make full use of the material. Once the lightegg had been sundered into multiple pieces, Theo staggered down one side of his pyramid.
The pressure lessened, so it was easy for him to throw the pieces off the edge into the grass of his foundation. He began moving around the perimeter, evenly distributing the fragments of the lightegg. Under the force of the ascension they were already beginning to melt, but there was no time to look at them. Even the low pressure at the base of the pyramid was growing painful and he had to crawl his way around the last side.
Now his foundation would be strengthened... if he could just get back up. Theo remained on his hands and knees for a while, recovering. Yet there could be no rest while he was struggling to control the currents. The power was soaking into his soulhome now, wanting to fundamentally transform his cantae, but he wasn't ready. If he let it go too far, his sublime materials would break apart from within.
With a supreme effort of will he pulled himself to his feet and began climbing. The air was thicker now and he struggled with each step. His cantae moving in a sphere grew heavier, no longer wind and slowly becoming liquid. Yet he was still just a Ruler, incapable of controlling such power. He had to get to the top...
His will alone wasn't enough. Theo's control slipped... and something else began absorbing the power. He stared down as he realized that the grizzleroot was soaking up a large portion of the cantae, using it to grow stronger.
It couldn't drink from the current forever, but the brief reprieve gave Theo a second wind. He pushed himself up the pyramid as fast as he could and only ground to a halt three steps from the top. So close... the sublime materials within his home were trembling now, threaten to break free from their places. Fear of that outcome pushed him another step.
Two more, and he felt like he had nothing left. His gaze fell and he saw that the lightegg was dissolving entirely, being absorbed into his foundation and strengthening it. He hadn't realized that his shielding wall was more important than he'd expected - it contained the pressure that would have spilled off into his soul, concentrating it on the fragments.
That encouraged him enough that his foot rose again. Just one more step, yet raising his leg that far seemed impossible. What did he have left? Fear was insufficient, willpower couldn't be enough, and he had nothing else left. Just one step...
Was he doing this for power alone? For immortality? To protect his friends? To take revenge on Vistgil? None of those answers were right, and Theo realized the truth: he didn't know. He had to keep moving forward in order to find a real answer.
It was a disappointing truth. And that disappointment fueled him just enough that he took one more step up and pushed through.
Instantly all the power that had been threatening to tear his soulhome apart became his. The rush of power after an ascension had always swept him off his feet, but this one enveloped him like an ocean. His cantae felt so dense, so potent. He didn't need to focus on his singularity to hover himself, he simply controlled gravity as he willed.
Theo couldn't help it: he flew up into the new space above his building. He couldn't use cantae within his own soul, but his gravity was more real than ever before and his control was absolute. With a single thought he created a dozen different fields, sending him looping and spinning through the new space. Theo laughed out loud in pleasure and relief.
Despite the fact that he had just ascended, Theo soon flew up to the new limits. The heavens still rumbled from the ascension and he immediately felt the straining tension in the sky. No power in the Nine Worlds could have pushed him higher in that moment, and he wouldn't have wanted to.
The raw power he felt coursing through him was the validation of everything he'd worked so long for. Yes, Authority was a tier that many soulcrafters could only dream of, but for him it was just a foundation. Now that he'd built a perfect base that established his skills, so much more lay within his grasp. New chambers, the Transcendent Monuments, and a brand new set of three floors to design. With all those, even Vistgil and the other great powers against him weren't so far away.
Of course, he wouldn't get there in a day or a year. He'd need to keep building upward, one step at a time. The next stage would be to build his new floor while slowly adapting to his new cantae. Numerous chambers that had only worked in principle before should now be empowered. While the soulcrafting itself would be slow at first, he'd grow rapidly as he adapted to his new techniques.
There would be countless applications to this breakthrough, but for once Theo had enough soulcrafting. He was just about to leave his soulhome when he felt a touch on his knee in the physical world, then Nauda and Fiyu appeared as spirits. Even in their blurry forms, it was obvious they were beaming.
"Congratulations, Theo." Fiyu nodded to him and then began hovering around his soulhome, examining the details.
He already knew exactly what she would find. A few superficial materials had been damaged and his shielding was nothing but scattered remnants. Fragments of his pyramid lay around his soulhome, destroyed by the extended ascension. But all of that was trivial: his soulhome was intact and his ascension had been perfect.
"I finally understand why the lightegg was worth the trouble now." Nauda was kneeling on his lawn, running a spiritual hand through the grass. "It's like the opposite of the ruined foundations we saw in the Noveni ascensions. Your foundation is even stronger than before."
"It avoids later problems and helps with basements," Theo said, but in truth those barely mattered to him now. His soul felt right. All the grass around him was still yellowed and old, but it contained a great and steady strength. This was who he was, and by embracing it he'd dug spiritual roots deeper into his foundation.
Everything he had done was to reach this point. But this was itself only the first step... he'd made himself into an Authority who could ascend far enough to matter.
"Are you going to be ranked?" Fiyu descended beside them again. Theo immediately waved aside the question.
"Bah, there's no time for social posturing, not when there's so much to do!" For a start, he needed to clean up all the remnants of his shielding. Then he would need to divide his time between strengthening the skills that hadn't been usable at Ruler and building his fourth floor. That opened up new realms of possibility...
Lost in his plans, Theo almost didn't realize that his friends were staring at him. He grinned self-consciously and let go of those plans.
"But all of that can come later." He left his soulhome and smiled at them in real life. "First, it's time for the Wakespire."




Chapter 17

For the first time since she had entered Noven, Nauda actually felt prepared. She had a clear objective and she knew what was going on. So many things had gone wrong or been poorly timed up to that point, it was almost surreal to be entering a contest that she had been preparing for all month. Now, despite a few surprises, it was time to put that preparation to use.
As they flew to the entrance portal, the others were discussing their strategy. Nauda mostly remained silent and fidgeted with the glove on her off-hand. Many of the spire chambers relied on raw cantae to overwhelm techniques, but that method was expensive and obviously vulnerable to being overwhelmed itself. She knew her ability wasn't developed enough to break the spire... and just hoped it was enough to make a difference. Training on the actual challenges had been impossible, after all.
"What if Isorales does not reach the intersection tower early enough?" Fiyu asked. "His team is not capable of completing all rooms quickly."
"I think we hold the line as long as we can and hope it can overcome the randomization," Theo said. "In theory the first ten rooms are all known, so his luck can only get so bad."
"I am worried about the darkness room. Not our plan, but I do not know what will be done to prevent me from helping."
"Yeah, I wish they had just answered our questions about that."
The Wakespire tower had been growing in front of them for some time and now they came into sight of the entrance plaza at the bottom. This time they weren't running behind, so no one had entered the portals. Guchiro let them down at one side and then flew the sleigh around to the general audience area.
Nauda realized the flip-side of knowing the challenge better: they were also known. Two of the Dortorus teams appeared neutral, but the third was glaring directly at them. They might not have attacked since the fight, but they clearly hadn't forgotten it. The Terefilia team was also shifting restlessly, their black wings rustling. Isorales and his teammates stood on the opposite side, not looking toward Nauda or her allies.
There was nothing illegal about their agreement, of course. It would just be best if no one else caught on to their strategy for as long as possible. Beyond that, it would all come down to the other team's actual skill.
"We fulfill our agreement first," Theo reminded them in a low voice, "but our second goal is to experiment. The others have all had multiple attempts at the spire, so we need to refine our strategies for the serious rounds."
"We understand." Fiyu bobbed her head more somberly than usual, as she was settling into combat mode.
For her part, Nauda only tightened her glove into a fist. Theo saw it and understood.
"Welcome to the third round of the Wakespire!" A clear portal appeared above the entrance, showing the nine judges on their thrones. The woman in the center made a grand gesture as she continued speaking. "We return here to celebrate the life of Katarikus Terefilia and to distribute his sublime legacy for the advancement of all. Take your places... prepare yourselves... begin!"
Nauda leapt toward the portal as soon as the final word was spoken. She sailed through the air along with her allies and they hit the portal, landing on the other side smoothly. They all looked like talented soulcrafters... except that Senka was clinging to Theo's leg and whining.
"Come on, Senka, there's no time for this." He tried to shake her off, but she clung tighter.
"No! Senka doesn't wanna!"
Ignoring whatever was going on there, Nauda just focused on the room: it was another simple water puzzle representing cantae. Their plan had been for Theo to take charge in the soulcrafting challenges, but now he was dealing with Senka. Nauda didn't even have to look at Fiyu, the two of them simply began turning levers to improve the flow of the water.
"Just go through the portal... are you messing with me?"
"Blooky Theo! Let go, let goooo!"
Eventually Theo managed to peel Senka off his leg and hurled her into the forfeit portal. He turned back to them with an odd expression on his face. Nauda had expected an irritated scowl, but he looked more sad than anything. A moment later his focus returned as he realized that this was an inauspicious start.
Fortunately, Nauda and Fiyu had completed the puzzle while he struggled with Senka. They didn't waste any time running into the next portal... which meant plunging into darkness.
They had planned to enter each portal carefully spaced, since they predicted the dark room would come early. Nauda had been between the two of them, so she reached out to take their hands. Theo clasped hers immediately, but no matter how Nauda groped for Fiyu, there was no sign of her.
"She isn't here," Theo said. "Follow me."
"You're sure you can do this?" Nauda followed him, trying not to wince as she felt wind currents in the room. The hairs on the back of her neck were constantly prickling, as there could be traps plunging toward her at any moment.
"It isn't as hard as I expected. Just stick close."
Fiyu could see the traps in the room as plain as day, and Theo's improved gravitational sense was apparently sufficient, but Nauda was completely blind. She had asked Isorales about the room and he had explained about traps she hadn't even considered. Apparently making light was useless, because the room blinded their eyes directly, and it also tried to use cantae to suppress other methods of cheating the darkness. Fortunately, Nauda's allies had senses that the spire creators hadn't anticipated.
They passed through after a short but extremely tense walk. When Nauda stepped into the next room she was relieved, first by the normal light and second by Fiyu.
"Oh, I am glad to see you both." Fiyu stepped closer to them with a broad smile on her face.
"Did they just send you to the next room?" Nauda asked.
"I was confused at first, but that is what they explained."
Theo had already marched past them to the table, where a Noveni official sat waiting. Since it was true that they were in a hurry, Nauda followed him. "Which room is this?" she asked.
"Blessing." Theo scowled at the model spire and tapped one of the lower lights. "How is Isorales still stuck in the first chamber?"
"He may have entered the dark room first," Fiyu suggested.
Nauda shook her head. "We don't know that. I doubt the puzzle would slow him down, but his team wouldn't kill the demons as fast as we could. We got through the first two rooms much faster than average, after all."
"Then... do we bless him now, or wait? If he is just about to complete the first trial, would it be wasted?"
The official, an older man with gray wings, spoke up at that point. "If another team was about to enter the next portal, we wouldn't waste your blessing on a technicality. But if they're partially through an easy challenge, yes, your blessing is applied immediately. Even I don't know which rooms they're in, so don't try pressing me for hints."
Maybe that was what most teams did, but Nauda doubted that any of them were thinking along those lines. Theo folded his arms and scowled at the model as the lights shifted. At the beginning, they had been ahead of the others, but now multiple lights were swarming after them. Isorales remained on the lowest level, while Dortorus and Terefilia teams had already been on the second for some time. At any moment now...
One of the Dortorus teams jumped to the third floor alongside them, then a second later climbed to the fourth.
"Bless the Jadadictus team!" Theo called as he ran for the portal. Nauda scrambled after him and they plunged in.
They hadn't known for sure where the intersecting spiral chamber would occur, so they'd agreed that they had to rush. This time, it seemed like Theo's paranoia was justified. The Dortorus team, not including any of those who had fought them, was already sprinting up their glass pathway.
Theo acted with startling speed, increasing their gravity so drastically that the four were slammed down into the stairs. Nauda actually stared in shock, because she'd grown used to others being able to resist his fields.
Not any more: his cantae at Authority flowed like a burning liquid and the resulting gravity flattened all four. The field had appeared startlingly fast, too. She knew that he had been altering his blueprint to improve his speed, but she hadn't expected it to be nearly instantaneous. The Rulers were burning cantae to resist and not able to do much more than push themselves up enough to breathe.
But like all the Dortorus teams, they had an Authority among them. He finally recovered enough to release his cantae and surround his teammates, lifting them all into the air. In response, Theo increased the pressure and they all slammed back into the stairs. The Authority stared at them in shock, burning cantae wildly and only just able to rise.
A crack formed along the glass tube. Several of the stairs crumpled. One of the Rulers hung limp in the cantae, squeezed from both sides. Nauda realized that the limitation wasn't going to be Theo's maximum gravity, it was the structural integrity of the room itself. Before the Authority could escape, Nauda thrust out her staff and bound his chest. All his efforts had been focused on resisting Theo's gravity, so he was unprepared when she threw them all against the side of the glass tube.
While Nauda and her allies fought, they'd been climbing their own staircase, almost overtaking the first Dortorus team. Nauda was starting to think they could recover when Fiyu let out a soft gasp. Behind them, there were not one but two teams entering: the Terefilia group as well as a second Dortorus quartet.
Fiyu immediately send a burst of light over the entrances of both tubes. She wasn't using anywhere near her full strength, but the teams weren't going to throw themselves into a hail of cantae bolts. Both flinched back, stuck at the base of their paths, and that gave Theo time to flatten them as well. It looked like he could easily maintain the three powerful fields with strength to spare. Even one of the Authorities, a woman with an inefficient generic soulhome, was struggling to resist. Though Theo remained serious, she caught a whisper of a smile on his lips.
It took Nauda another second to realize the second problem: all four pathways were now occupied. They hadn't known for sure that they'd end up in the same column as Isorales, but they had hoped to enter together. Now they couldn't hold off the others while Isorales advanced and they had no idea how well he was doing.
"No choice." Theo was gritting his teeth now, as even his cantae levels couldn't compete with three other Authorities forever. "We delay them as long as possible, then advance."
By that point, they'd reached the very top of the chamber. Even though it was harming their own chances, apparently Theo was going to honor the agreement. They'd fight as long as they could to hold back the other teams.
The groups below were no longer intimidated by Fiyu's burst of light and they were burning cantae to resist Theo. One of them had developed a shield technique overhead while an Authority was simply sprinting out and returning fire. Theo cast another field at both, a reversed one that threw them into the air when they tried to climb the stairs. It thoroughly disrupted both teams... but it drew his attention away from the other Authority.
In an instant, the first Dortorus team burst free. One of their Rulers grabbed the Authority and began generating a new technique, some kind of cantae field. Operating purely on the assumption that it was designed to resist Theo's gravity, Nauda hurled cantae bolts at them.
Just ordinary bolts, since she didn't have any good long range techniques. But with the group so fixated on their struggle against Theo, they were taken off guard. She struck several, staggering the team before they could continue their climb. How long had it been? They'd frozen progress, but they couldn't hold out forever against twelve other soulcrafters.
"Look out!"
Nauda heard the words and turned without being sure who was speaking. She caught a glimpse of an enormous beam of cantae, then something cool slipped around her waist and pulled her down against the stairs.
Flattened against the steps, gasping for breath, Nauda took several heartbeats to realize what had happened. One of the teams below had broken free and their Authority had launched a beam of scorching cantae. It had been subtle enough that Nauda hadn't even noticed, but Fiyu had grabbed her with her new darkness technique and pulled her down. If not, she would have taken that beam to the face.
She lay against the stairs and saw the beam blazing just a pace from her, held back by the sublime glass of the side. The beam wasn't letting up and the glass was beginning to glow orange as it melted. There was no guarantee that it would hold long, plus the other teams had gotten free and resumed climbing. When Nauda looked up to Theo, he nodded. They had done the best they could, but they could only hold off the other teams so long.
Nauda brushed her hand along the hot glass, forming a line of wards, then urged her allies on. They sprinted forward, trying to keep low as they raced for the next portal. Her wards held out for a sadly brief time against the beam of cantae, barely enough to protect them the last few steps.
As they tumbled through, Nauda wondered how everything could already have gone so wrong. They might be in the lead, but they had no idea if their plan was working at all.




Chapter 18

Fighting so many opponents in a narrow tower had been nerve-wracking for Fiyu. Her mind had stretched to scrutinize the bodies of a full dozen opponents, doing her best to anticipate when they might attack. With all combatants on narrow pathways, there was nowhere to hide or retreat. Even with her utmost watchfulness, one of the Authorities had nearly struck Friend Nauda. The tower had become even more dangerous in the final seconds while they ran on.
By comparison, the second stage demons were trivial.
She had discussed potential strategies with her companions, but they hadn't been able to improve much on their original instincts: group the demons and let Fiyu eliminate them. With Friend Theo having ascended, the demons could no longer resist his gravity at all, so the room was completed with minimal use of cantae.
Unfortunately, their easy path did not continue. The next portal took them to the artificial mountaintop and its many invisible targets at the edge of her senses. It seemed an unfair test, too tightly designed for Noveni capabilities. They had discussed the room several times and the best solution they had come up with relied on Fiyu.
And she was uncertain if she could justify her companions' trust. One of the techniques on her third floor was supposed to be the evolution of her lightstorm, allowing her to guide the bolts collectively or individually. That had been the chamber she had struggled with most, despite her relative's best efforts. She had built enough to influence the movement of her lightstorm, but striking targets at such great range would test her limits.
Fiyu carefully released a few bolts with one hand and directed them toward a far-off target. Even after they left her, she could still feel them clearly and make them curve in the air. She managed to guide them toward the target, but at such a distance, some of them slid past instead of connecting. The target was more durable than she expected, so she needed a second strike to destroy it.
Even requiring two attempts, that was more efficient than a full lightstorm. She would be able to complete the room without exhausting herself too much. Fiyu took a breath and turned toward the next target.
"Another team has applied a curse. This chamber's difficulty will be intensified."
"Are you serious?" Friend Nauda growled at the sky.
"I really wonder if they have some method of cheating," Friend Theo said.
Their anger was somewhat affirming, but it couldn't keep Fiyu from wilting as she felt the changes. All of the mountain peaks receded from the central position and a thick mist floated around them. At such a great distance, it was almost impossible for her to pick out the targets. She could blanket each peak with bolts, but that would exhaust her and lead to the same problem as in their first attempt.
"I can still reach them," Fiyu said, "but the cost..."
Friend Theo picked up a rock and applied some sort of gravitational field to send it falling to the side. It accelerated greatly out toward the target but failed to connect and he grimaced. "Not precise enough," he said. "If we're going to waste cantae on this challenge, it's probably better to use mine than Fiyu's. But do we have a more efficient solution?"
While they considered, Fiyu did her best to destroy a second target. But despite her best efforts, it took a considerable number of bolts. The cantae bolts wanted to obey her will and simply couldn't, due to both soulhome and technique limitations.
"Alright, I have something we can try." Friend Nauda stepped up behind Fiyu, her entire body tense. "My telescope isn't particularly great at looking long range, since it was built for soulhomes, but it's still a telescope. I can use it without burning cantae, assuming it can help."
"We can try." Fiyu faced the third target and gestured for her friend to help.
She had known that Friend Nauda would need to touch her for the technique to work, but was still startled by it. Instead of simply brushing a finger, Friend Nauda laid hands on both her shoulders. Her fingers felt strong and so very warm...
Fiyu gathered her thoughts and accepted her ally's support. Unlike the technique that peered into soulhomes, the telescope was now attempting to extend her visual range. Even though Fiyu would have much preferred to use her other senses, she could identify the targets in the mist by sight alone. She took a deep breath and released a small lightburst.
This time when the cantae flew out, her eyes tracked it into the distance. With such a clear vision of her bolts, she could make them respond more closely to her guidance. They scattered mist in all directions and nearly all struck the target.
"Oh, this will work!" Fiyu smiled back to Friend Nauda and applied herself to the next targets. Now that she was more confident in the technique, she was able to use less cantae to destroy the remaining targets.
As soon as it was done, Friend Nauda withdrew her hands immediately. Perhaps that was to be expected, given her direct refusal in the Chasm of Lamentations. Fiyu busied her mind with thinking about the experience. If having a clear vision of her lightstorm had made it easier to guide them, then perhaps she could modify the design of her equivalent chamber. Instead of moving the bolts like part of her body, her senses would ride along with them to their target.
Through the next portal they again faced the chamber with falling spheres. Friend Theo once more neutralized them with gravity and this time Fiyu was able to assist in placing each sphere in its destination even more swiftly.
"We have to be doing this faster than the others," Friend Nauda said as they worked. "I wonder if the Dortorus team got ahead of us."
Fiyu nodded. "I also wonder if Isorales was able to catch up."
"Well, we're about due for one of those curse or blessing rooms, aren't we?"
"They're allegedly random," Friend Theo said sharply as he passed them. "They could arrive in any order."
"I'm not sure that's true." Friend Nauda deposited the last sphere and then kicked off the wall toward the portal. "Isorales said that people never ran into the office rooms back to back in any previous round. There may be other rules to the ordering."
Whatever the potential laws of the spire, they did not find an office in the next room. Instead, they faced the maze of blocks slamming into one another. All three of them hesitated, remembering what had happened the previous time.
Fiyu closed her eyes to focus. She could feel the entire pattern at once, like a maze where the passages shifted every second, some opening and others slamming closed. This time they had not been cursed by another team, but she still could not find a path forward. It was an obstacle to be overcome, not a puzzle to be solved.
"No luck." Friend Theo had been attempting to use gravity, but lowered his hand. "My field might be stronger, but there are several Authorities pumping cantae into those blocks. Seems they really don't want people solving this room with techniques."
"There's a brute force method." Friend Nauda stepped to the edge of the blocks and flexed the fingers in her gloved hand. "I haven't been able to test this, but..."
She tapped one of the metal blocks as it passed her by, without any strength. A wave expanded from her touch, nullifying the cantae that reinforced the obstacles. All of those that were touched drifted aimlessly along their previous paths, no longer slamming into one another with such startling force.
Soon they recovered and returned to their pattern with great violence. Friend Nauda smiled and rolled her shoulders. "Alright, I can get us through, I just need to use more cantae."
"Wait, save your strength." Friend Theo stepped up beside her. "While they're neutralized, I'll use a gravitational field. That should get us at least partway."
"Sounds like a plan. Fiyu, can you tell us when the far side opens up?"
"Yes." Fiyu nodded and got into position behind her companions. She ignored the front half of the maze, instead paying attention to the rest until the moment when many of the blocks slammed together and were about to open a partial pathway. "Now!"
Friend Nauda struck the blocks with more power, neutralizing an entire wave of the first blocks. Her companions rushed in and Friend Theo acted as well, dropping all of the drifting blocks. That left them free to run over the top, covering the first half of the room without difficulty before they plunged into the remaining half of the block maze.
The stones beneath Fiyu's feet began to restore themselves and she lost her footing. She had still timed things well, so she slid forward through the brief opening. But her friends were behind her, just a second later. When Fiyu skidded out the other side she turned back, horrified by the thought that she would see Friend Nauda crushed by the blocks once again.
But this time, her friend slammed her fist into the floor as the walls closed around her. Every nearby block recoiled, leaving Friend Nauda reeling within sphere of neutralized blocks. Friend Theo grabbed her and jumped the remaining distance, getting them all free of the dangerous area.
"Made it!" Friend Nauda pumped her fist in the air. "With a little more work, we should be able to refine the strategy."
"If I have time to work on my Authority tier," Friend Theo said, "I can do even better than that. But let's move on."
In theory, Fiyu should have been happy. They had made it through the room without any of her companions being injured and without draining themselves too much. But with that challenge out of the way, her mind immediately moved to the next. Every time she stepped through another portal, she might face the terribly bright sublime beast that had killed her the first time.
Well, not killed. But Fiyu still remembered the blinding light and flinched as she stepped into the next portal.




Chapter 19

From a fundamental strategic perspective, Theo wasn't sure why they were only occasionally given information about other teams. Perhaps the judges thought that having a model in every room would only distract the contestants from the challenges. As far as he was concerned, the fact that they only got to see the approximate positions of other groups in the office-like rooms removed strategy and added randomness. Of course, the ordering itself did that too...
In any case, he was glad to see another desk in front of them. They'd been through some draining rooms, so they could use a little time to recover cantae. More importantly, he was eager to know the exact placement of all other teams.
"Hey, good job." There was a young Noveni man sitting with his legs propped up on the desk and his wings flopped broadly over the chair behind him. "This is one of the curse rooms. Do you know who you're going to pick?"
According to the model, Theo's team was at the top of the pack but there was a Dortorus team on the very same tier. His mind instinctively presumed them to be in another decision room before correcting itself. He had no idea what challenge they might be facing.
Isorales was in the fourth position, two rooms back just behind the Terefilia team. He hadn't managed to fail and had even caught up a little, but that wasn't enough. Then again, perhaps that was for the best. After having made so much progress, Theo didn't want to forfeit their match as planned. He'd keep to their agreement, but if Isorales couldn't catch up in time for them to be in the same duel, then it wasn't his fault.
In any case, the correct decision would help both of them. "Curse Dortorus Gamma," Theo said as he walked past the desk.
"Done and done. Good luck." The official hadn't moved from his position, but Theo would have to trust that he'd applied the curse.
The next chamber contained the metal golem. Theo was almost surprised to see it, because in their first Wakespire round it had appeared so much earlier. Nauda might have been right about there being a pattern to the rooms, but randomness still played a major role.
"We hit hard with a lethal attack." Theo was already generating a singularity between his hands as he gave the command. "Set it up for me."
Even if this version of the golem wasn't strengthened by a curse, it had been a serious obstacle for them before. He didn't intend to waste any time with gravitational fields or lesser attacks that would probably just be deflected: his singularity was their best bet.
Fortunately, his allies understood the plan and acted swiftly. Nauda engaged the golem just outside melee range, using her staff to bind one limb at a time, while Fiyu threatened it from afar. He wasn't sure if they could have overcome it on their own: their teamwork was excellent, but the golem could lunge out surprisingly far with its blades and nearly caught them several times.
Not that it mattered. As soon as it was ready, Theo closed his hands around his singularity and tunneled it directly into the core of the golem.
It didn't have a chance. A human soulcrafter would have had a moment to escape before the singularity fully manifested, but the golem was mindless sublime materials and thus unprepared for such an attack. His singularity destroyed the core almost immediately and began drawing in the metal body of the golem. Despite the need to hurry, Theo stayed a little longer to make sure it absorbed the golem's entire body. Opportunities to consume such dense sublime materials didn't arrive every day. After his ascension, his singularity felt surprisingly hungry.
Through the next portal they faced the wall of targets that had so drained him on his previous attempt. Part of Theo wanted to take a new shot at them with the alacrispark and his Authority-tier cantae, but they had a more specialized solution. He swept a welcoming hand toward Fiyu, offering her the opportunity.
She spread her arms wide to encompass all the targets, almost as if she was going to embrace them. The blinding storm of bolts that annihilated the entire wall was much less friendly.
"That trial is indeed well-suited to me," Fiyu said as they ran to the next portal. "I will try to remain with you in all future trials so that I can resolve it."
To Theo's surprise, the next room was another office. The conspiracy theory building in the back of his mind, that the judges were intentionally giving them a difficult series of rooms with the easy ones as late as possible, diminished just a little. It was the same old man as the first room, so Theo was fairly sure this would be another blessing.
"Who are you going to bless?" the official asked. Theo just raised a finger for him to wait and examined the model spire.
To his surprise, Isorales had kept pace, just one level below them. The problem was that the Dortorus and Terefilia teams hadn't slipped up either, despite the curse. Isorales's group was neck-and-neck with those two, which would make it very difficult to line up a duel.
"Do we prioritize moving up?" Nauda walked beside him and examined the model. "The dueling room... wasn't it about here last time? It's possible that Isorales already passed his by fighting a weaker team. Or the dueling rooms might not be until a bunch of floors higher."
That would be very convenient logic... but Theo shook his head. "We can't second-guess the agreement too much. I think we need to wait. Let the other teams get ahead and they'll probably fight each other. So long as we're always advancing together, we're more likely to get a duel."
"Yeah, but aren't the others catching up?"
Unfortunately true: the second-highest Dortorus team had just slipped up another level and the third wasn't far behind. Even as they watched, the top two teams ascended past Theo's position. In a strange way, that let him relax. He'd chosen his path and accepted that they wouldn't be fastest this time, so now it was just about the timing.
The problem was Isorales and his team stuck a level below. Their speck of light remained frustratingly still... until it finally rose. Nauda breathed a sigh of relief and Theo turned to the official.
"We bless the Jadadictus team."
"You sure?" the man asked.
Instead of answering, Theo walked toward the next portal. Isorales was on the same floor as them, most likely facing a challenge instead of a decision room. With the blessing, hopefully he would be able to overcome it. After that, Theo would just try to move forward steadily and hoped their performance kept them in lock-step in third and fourth place. That was their best chance to face one another in a duel.
Of course, there were still a lot of variables... all of which vanished when they entered the portal and found themselves in the dueling chamber.
"I guess it's a good thing we didn't rush," Nauda said. "So we just wait and hope that Isorales is the one to come through the next portal?"
"And if it's not, we crush them." Theo wondered if it would be considered bad form to generate a singularity and hit the other team as soon as they arrived. Since the judges were watching everything and making subjective decisions, he decided to stick to honorable tactics.
Despite all their work, they could still fail through no fault of their own. The Dortorus and Terefilia teams were one level ahead. Both were formidable teams with Authorities, so hopefully their battle against one another would slow them down substantially. That would give Isorales a chance to pass them, but it required him not to screw everything up along the way.
A portal opened. Fiyu held her breath. Nauda gripped her staff tighter. And finally Isorales walked through.
He'd lost two team members and taken a cut on one wing, but Isorales himself looked surprisingly fresh. His weaknesses seemed to be mostly in his mind, not his soulcrafting. When he saw them, instead of breathing a sigh of relief he tensed.
"Uh... are we going to..."
"Go!" Theo jabbed a hand toward the opposite side. "You don't have any time to waste, because we're forfeiting. Just don't waste it."
As agreed, Theo walked back into their portal. Over his shoulder, he saw Isorales and his remaining teammate sprinting toward the next floor.
The next second all three of them walked into the rooms at the base of the tower. They emerged from a portal on the ground level instead of being dropped onto pads, presumably because the death-prevention technique hadn't caught them.
All three of them were uninjured and still mostly fresh. And they were out of the spire.
"Should we watch the competition?" Fiyu said. Theo almost didn't want to, but there wasn't really anything else to do until the end.
Nauda and Fiyu led him to the central room with a larger model, since they had already used it to watch during the previous Wakespire. It wasn't as good as viewing the combatants themselves, but then again, maybe that would have been nerve-wracking. Theo hated the fact that he had done about as well as he could have and the actual results were now completely beyond his control.
The Dortorus and Terefilia teams were on the same level, and thanks to the larger model, he knew they were in the same dueling chamber. Eventually the Terefilia light winked out and their team members emerged from the padded rooms. One of them had a hideous cut marring her dark wings with red, but they seemed to have avoided crippling injuries. Unfortunately, that let the Dortorus team advance, again pulling ahead of Isorales.
"What is he doing?" Theo muttered. Isorales had been given such a large head start, yet he was still only in second place.
Not long after, Isorales finally caught up... and then advanced a matter of seconds later. The model's explanatory text had already changed, but that could only be another decision room. Perhaps Theo had misjudged him and he'd faced an unusually challenging order of rooms.
On the next level, the Dortorus team disappeared. The Terefilia combatants cheered wildly, and they might have something to cheer about, if their battle had been the one to weaken the leading group. That placed Isorales's team as the highest, with all the others far behind. Some still had all four of their members, but they'd have to do extraordinarily well to overcome the point advantage of speed.
"You see?" Nauda said. "Isorales isn't weak, he just lacks confidence."
"Maybe so." Theo watched the light travel up another floor and had to admit that Isorales wasn't doing badly. With just two members left, he was still climbing.
Isorales took a very long time on the next challenge, yet still managed to climb one more floor before his light winked out. Theo went to go meet the Noveni in the padded chambers, only to find him nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he'd been acknowledged as the winner, hopefully fulfilling their agreement.
Not long after, the Terefilia team was declared one of the winners and escorted to a portal that apparently brought them to the judges. Theo hadn't been keeping score in his head and wasn't sure how far down the scale his performance would be judged. He only got an answer when the flaming wall finally lit up.
Wakespire: Third Round
1) Jadadictus Alpha - 165
2) Dortorus Gamma - 145
3) Terefilia Underclouders - 140
4) Belated Foreigners - 135
5) Dortorus Alpha - 120
6) Dortorus Beta - 110
7) Ugustial Beta - 80
8) Jadadictus Beta - 60
9) Foreign Mercenaries - 50
They hadn't done badly, even though they hadn't been aiming for victory. Scores were lower across the board, presumably because of combat in the early stages. Before Theo's group was called to the judges, Isorales emerged from the same portal, radiating relief in all directions.
"I got it!" He started to reach into his soulhome, then apparently thought better of it and just approached them with a grin. "I think we performed well, but we never would have been first if not for your help. Thank you."
"Of course." Nauda clasped his arm in the Tatian manner and then patted his shoulder. "But we're not going to surrender in the next round, so you'd better be ready."
"With these materials, I should be." Isorales impetuously hugged Nauda, then turned toward Fiyu and very wisely opted to back off and bow to her instead.
After that, he turned toward Theo with a much more serious expression. When he spoke, there was no sign of the gleeful victor from before. "Thank you for fulfilling your side of the agreement."
"I said I would, didn't I?" Theo raised an eyebrow at him, but Isorales didn't so much as crack a smile.
"I trusted Nauda, and I expected Fiyu to act honorably. But you... honestly, until the last second, I was afraid you were the type to smile until you had what you wanted, then stab me in the back."
Did he really come off like that? Theo did his best to give a disarming smile, which surprisingly wasn't that hard. Finally getting a lightegg had put him in such a good mood that he'd been happy to return the favor. It was even possible that Isorales could be a good ally to have in the future.
"No reason to stab you." Theo spoke casually and gave a quick nod. "I'd be happy to work with you again."
Before Isorales could answer, several officials appeared to guide Theo and his team to the mountaintop. They were swept through and soon found themselves facing the judges again. This time the atmosphere wasn't so heavy, but several of the Noveni glowered down from their thrones.
"You have performed well, but few sublime materials are left to you." The lead prince gestured carelessly for the guards to bring forward a chest. "We are more concerned about the fact that one of your number has ascended to Authority without announcing it."
"Is that wrong?" Theo asked. "You saw me last month and you know I was a Ruler then."
"It's improper to participate without a class," one of the older princes said. "You have not been penalized, but that must be amended."
"Do we need to bother with this?" It was the Dortorus prince speaking, looking even more bored than usual. "He's a competent Authority, nothing more. Throw him in 9th class with the rest and let's get on with it."
Several of the princes seemed to agree, including Jorotafes Jadadictus, who appeared entirely uninterested. But one of the younger princes, an Authority herself, leaned forward and clasped her hands over one knee as she made her argument.
"We know that he ascended barely a day before the Wakespire, yet he displayed all the same techniques as in the previous round. There was no sign of any weaknesses, despite the fact that there was no time to soulcraft fixes." She unclasped her hands to spread them to both sides. "The only conclusion is that his ascension did not produce any flaws. I move that he be granted the rank of Authority, 8th class."
"Ridiculous." Prince Dortorus slouched back in his chair. "You expect us to believe someone with a perfect ascension would just throw a match to that Jadadictus idiot? Those walls are probably hiding the wreck of his soulhome."
"If so, they would show some damage, but you can see as well as I can that they're untouched. And it's absurd to rank him lower when he simultaneously held off multiple 9th class Authorities. Frankly, the fact that we can't see the details is the only reason that I'm not suggesting he be granted 7th class."
Several of the other princes murmured disagreeably at that and they began to argue. Theo decided that his best strategy was to look humble, but he couldn't help tracking the conversation. Most of it was petty disagreement, more about status than fundamental soulcrafting quality. Theo wasn't arrogant enough to put himself up against veteran Authorities, but he thought he deserved the highest possible starting class.
"His first three floors form one unit and aren't linked to the fourth." Ractifus Terefilia spoke up, which was rare enough that it caught his attention. "Makes for a good Ruler, but fewer automatic improvements. If he wants that black absorption technique to be a threat, he'll need to soulcraft more."
That was the first good point Theo had heard among the Authorities, and remarkably astute. Theo's singularity was entirely focused around his first three floors, so while it was extremely dangerous, he couldn't immediately elevate it using rooms on his next floor. The technique would be lethal to Authorities, but Strongholds or Dominions would still be able to crush it until he came into his own as an Authority.
"Alright, enough!" The lead prince raised her hand for silence, then dropped it toward Theo like a guillotine. "We grant you the rank of Authority, 8th class. If you want to improve your ranking, you can show your full soulhome to officials."
"Thank you, but that's more than generous enough." Theo bowed to the princes with his best smile before he turned away. Nauda and Fiyu had already gathered the sublime materials they'd won, so they could simply walk back through the portal.
On the way out, Nauda arched an eyebrow at him. "I'm surprised you're not trying to increase that rank. Or do you not want anyone to see your blueprints?"
"It's not that at all." As they departed, Theo's practiced smile became a real grin. "Now that I'm an Authority, there are so many more important things to do."
He'd fulfilled his obligations to Isorales and supported his friends through the round. Now that he had another month, he wasn't going to waste it on local politics. There were higher priorities that had been waiting for far too long.




Chapter 20

It was a full day after their attempt at the spire that Nauda actually began analyzing the materials they'd won. She had been thinking about effort and reward as reversed: the real benefit was the lightegg and the other materials that Isorales had given them prior. Or, in a more abstract way of thinking, the reward for their successful work was a firmer alliance with one of the major powers in the city.
Even an environment as rarefied as Ugustial only had two native Strongholds: Isorales's grandfather and a soulcrafter who served the strongest lineage. The Stronghold wasn't actually the prince himself, though his power was the basis for their position in the city. The victory had given Isorales a bit more credibility in his family, so hopefully he would be a strong ally in future rounds.
But all of that aside, they had been given sublime materials. Theo had assumed they were maliciously chosen and Fiyu had been busy with her relative, so Nauda was the one to actually sort through the chest.
For the most part, it was as unremarkable as Theo had expected. The chest was filled with simple materials that a non-soulcrafter might have considered ordinary junk. Instead of powerful centerpieces that could fill a chamber with cantae, the rewards were secondary materials like sublime rope, mortar, and resin. Everyone needed plenty of such materials to properly finish their soulhome, they simply weren't the most dramatic.
Because this was Noven, and nothing could be simple, there was a sheet of paper explaining every single item in grandiose terms. The little pot of goop wasn't just a sublime material that could be used to glue two objects together, it was "frostbinding" from some legendary mountain range "in the farthest north". In practical terms, it was dark and seemed to sap heat, so it could fit into a soulhome like Fiyu's.
Nauda took it out of the chest and made it the first item in a pile. Since she still needed more time to think about everything she had experienced in the Wakespire, she might as well sort the results for her friends.
As she worked, Nauda slowly had to admit that the average quality was not bad. No one would get excited about "topaztwine" no matter how much the description said it was renowned for its beauty. But the thin twine was tough enough to tie together even Authority-tier materials, and that was worth something. You couldn't build an elaborate soulhome without needing to tie things together from time to time.
By the time she was done, Nauda had divided all the rewards into three piles. All but two. By her judgment, two of the sublime materials were actually of exceptional quality.
First, there was a rope made of living flame called an ifritbraid, intensely hot but not burning anything it touched. It radiated enough flame cantae that it deserved a significant place in a chamber. Maybe not as a centerpiece, but it might do an excellent job of enhancing another material. The only question was which one of them could actually use it, so Nauda set it aside for the time being.
Second was a rather less impressive box. The list called it "mulch of dragons" but it was definitely excrement. Some sublime beast expelled it after eating, and it wasn't some fantastical process like with the lighteggs. No, the interior of the box was filled with a foul-smelling red sludge.
Disgusting as it might seem, however, Nauda thought she could use it. Her heartoak had grown strong on its own, but not all sublime plants would develop so easily. There was still more work to be done to flesh out her life-themed tower, so this could well prove useful. Nauda closed the box, which she noted also sealed the scent, and took it into her soulhome for safekeeping.
While inside, she found herself wandering through her soul. It was easy to do that and tell herself that she was contemplating her soulcrafting, but she wasn't sure if it was true. After she'd mostly met her goals for the Wakespire, she'd been left without an immediate objective. Unless they won the next round, she didn't have any extraordinary sublime materials to begin working on.
That didn't mean there was no work to do. Nauda deposited the box alongside the heavenspears and the mask and the winter supplies and everything else they had her carry.
Instead of her life or death towers, Nauda entered her staff. The bottom floor was dedicated to her staff armament itself and could still use an enormous amount of work. Theo had helped her make the floor flexible enough to potentially work with any staff, but if she wanted to use the full strength of the armament, she needed a lot of additional materials. Mostly from Fithe, since that was the source of the staff. House Blacksilver had given her all she needed, so it was just a question of taking the time.
She walked up her central spiral staircase to her second floor. Along the way, she reflected that the staircase itself could use some work. Fiyu polished every single one of her staircases to perfection, with not a single step at the wrong angle. But that was tedious work she could do when they weren't under a time limit.
Assuming that, at some point in the future, Theo would fail to create more deadlines for them.
Her second floor was, somewhat unusually, her most developed: one chamber for each of her techniques. All three central materials were strong and she'd been working hard on developing those skills. She might be able to refine it further, but all three rooms were well-built and mostly finished. No, best to focus on her third floor.
Nauda had completely finished the three teardrop-shaped rooms that formed her third floor, but she only had exact plans for one of them. Should she fill the others with more armaments? That would be an unusually high number and she thought that Theo wouldn't approve. She could definitely use chambers to enhance her staff or techniques, but the problem was that they wouldn't blend at all with her one filled room.
Her belt of notemeralds hung in the center of one room, identical to the one she wore in the physical world. As powerful sublime gems from Arbai, they had survived the destruction of her soulhome. But just being placed inside, they could only defend her a little. She wasn't using anywhere near the armament's full potential.
Working on improving her notemerald belt was an obvious choice to help her keep up with the others in the short term. The problem was that she thought the best design wouldn't place it here, or anywhere on her third floors. So if she put too much work into establishing it now, she would just need to remodel later, and that would make her fall behind Theo and Fiyu in the long term...
Fiyu and Theo... Nauda abruptly realized that they held her solution. Even as careful as they were, they'd both done partial work on many sublime materials before later moving them to permanent locations. Fiyu had kept her darkburn bonsai on her Corporeal Floor for a long time and Theo was currently juggling that hideous heart from the House of the Lost.
She could do the same, she just needed to focus on soulcrafting that wouldn't be made obsolete in the future.
For a start, having the notemeralds just hanging from the ceiling was a weak design. She could build a portable plinth specifically to hold it and that would bind the belt more firmly to her soulhome. That should in turn tie the armament more to her and she could get more use out of its defensive power. Plinths were easy enough to carve, even with the spiritual tools available.
Nauda sang a little song to herself as she worked, glad to have a clear objective. Maybe she didn't have to stop with a plinth, either. There were so many sculptors in the city, she might commission a partial statue of herself and then place the belt around the statue's waist. It didn't make sense in her staff tower, but it would strengthen her further until she moved it to a proper location.
Buoyed by her new goal, Nauda was actually irritated to hear a knock on their door. She was turning into Theo or Fiyu. Since there was no one else to answer, she forced herself up in the physical world and went to look. Isorales stood on the other side, shifting his weight awkwardly.
"Hi," Nauda said as soon as she opened the door. "What do you need?"
"Actually, I just wanted to offer you something. My parents are a bit pleased with my work, so they're going to put together some sublime food. I assumed that all of you have feast chambers?"
"Of course."
"Well, there would be enough for you to join me. If you've just been eating manna, you haven't seen the full potential of Noveni sublime food." Isorales grinned uncomfortably. "And, uh, I think it would be a nice meal, as a way to thank you for your help. I wanted to offer before all of you got busy again."
"Well, unfortunately you're too late." Nauda pushed the door fully open so that he could see that the rooms were empty.
"They're already gone? But we just finished a Wakespire! What are they even doing? This is a time for recovery and celebration..."
Nauda shrugged because it was easier than answering. Theo was flying off around the world with Senka, seeking out something related to her past, and frankly she was just glad they weren't all dragged into it. Fiyu had been spending even more time with Guchiro recently, intensifying her work on her third floor. For both of them, a month wasn't anywhere near enough, so it couldn't be enough for Nauda, either.
"I guess, uh, the offer is always open." Isorales scratched his head for a while as if uncertain where to go from there. "You do want the sublime food, right?"
"Absolutely, and it's a thoughtful gift." Since his victory hadn't seemed to have done much for his confidence, Nauda smiled encouragingly. "All our soulhomes could use it, we just need to find the right time. Honestly, I'll have to speak to them to find out when."
"That's... good then."
"Can you get sublime foods from both sides of Noven? From below the clouds too, I mean."
Isorales blinked in surprise. "It, uh... I mean, I suppose I could. With the Terefilia family in the city, we do have trade connections with undercloud cities. Not sure why you'd want to, though..."
"Actually, let's talk about that." Nauda leaned against the side of the doorway and crossed her arms. Time to get some straight answers. "If we're being such chummy allies, I'd like to know more about the underside of Noven."
"Like what?"
"Everything. But let's start with how many people live under the clouds."
"A lot, I think?" Isorales stared down the corridor as if trying to recall old lessons. "It's different all over the world, of course. But in a lot of places, there are plenty on both sides. I think here it's about... one third of the total population."
One third of the people on the streets definitely didn't have black wings, and the Terefilia lineage was clearly made of social outsiders. Nauda wanted to confront him about it and had to struggle to find a nicer way of approaching the issue. "But there's only one prince from below here."
"Well, Ugustial is a sunside city. It's not like there are lots of us on the councils of undercloud cities, either."
"Could you if you wanted to?"
Isorales took a step back, so she obviously hadn't succeeded at being nice enough. He shook his head slowly before answering. "I see what you're getting at, but I'm not sure what to tell you. For the most part, we just don't mix. We might look alike to you, but underclouders and sunsiders are very different. I've read that there's a lot of conflict across the clouds in some parts of the world, but it's not like that here."
"Huh." Nauda knew that couldn't be the full answer and doubted she would get any more. Best to keep things lighter. "Regardless, I think all of us will want the strongest sublime food from both sides of the clouds, so we'd appreciate it."
"Yeah, sure. I can do that."
"And what about you? What are your plans?"
"First I need to do some real work on these new sublime materials." Isorales briefly flickered into a haze of light as he stepped into his soulhome. "The rewards were almost too good, so I need to remodel a little for them to work in my soulhome. But after that I'm supposed to ascend, of course."
"You were almost there before."
"I wish. I wanted to ask your friend for tips, because he had such a good ascension, but..." Isorales stared into the room again and shook his head. "Never mind. We'll talk about everything later, okay? Next round you don't have to support me, but we can still be allies."
"Definitely." Nauda reached out to clasp his arm and, after a little awkwardness, Isorales succeeded in mirroring the gesture. "Take care of yourself, alright?"
He squeezed her arm with a smile and she was surprised just how strong he was. Come to think of it, she actually hadn't seen him fight despite all their interactions. Judging from his strength, he definitely had more than one strength-enhancing chamber.
Isorales eventually said his farewells, leaving Nauda alone again. Normally, she would have been lonely, and she did feel the absence of Fiyu and Theo. But there was so much to do, she couldn't think about that for long. As soon as they were done, they'd be coming back to her.




Chapter 21

One brick. One perfect brick.
It was simultaneously an achievement and utterly inconsequential. Theo sat back and stared at the result of his work. Unlike all the other white stone bricks he'd created, this one was an Authority-tier brick. The sublime stone had fought him every step of the way, refusing to be integrated into his soul. Now that he had finally wrestled control of the material, it was... just one brick. The first of many.
He'd learned some things during the process, so future bricks would be faster, but the average time would be longer than it was before. That fact had frustrated him while crafting his first soulhome. For the tiers up to Ruler, creating walls and ceilings were trivial for a skilled soulcrafter and the major bottleneck was finding enough sublime materials to fill the chambers. From Authority on, the two required similar amounts of time. A hasty Archcrafter might craft an entire floor in a month, but no Authority ever could.
Now that he knew there were nine tiers, he had to wonder if there would be another dramatic shift at the seventh. Part of him could imagine the system scaling up forever until master soulcrafters required an entire year to create a single brick. He hoped not, because that would be unbelievably boring. Until then, he would leave the future for the future.
Because Senka wasn't back yet, Theo started on a second brick. No point wasting any time, even if he couldn't possibly finish all his chambers before the next Wakespire.
Building out his fourth floor was actually not a major priority for his strength, even if it would be nice. So much of his soulcrafting up to that point had been building abilities that wouldn't attain their true forms until later tiers. Normally, reaching Authority simply powered up a soulcrafter's skills in a fairly linear way so they needed to rush to new chambers.
With his blueprint, the quantitative upgrade should be a qualitative change. His points of mass and anti-mass had been weak for such a long time, barely generating enough gravity to budge objects. With the cantae available to him at Authority, they would finally have an impact. The change would be even more dramatic for his anchoring and tunneling abilities, because those had barely functioned at all previously. Only his singularity wouldn't be upgraded so smoothly, as Ractifus had pointed out.
Thought of the old man distracted Theo for a time. Many of the princes might be actively biased against him, but Ractifus Terefilia seemed neutral. Theo wished he could win the old man's respect, but that would take time.
In the short term, what he needed to do was master the true forms of his abilities. And create bricks. Lots of bricks.
"Finally found it!" Senka approached him in the real world, hovering over the clouds.
"Are you as 'certain' as you were last time?" Theo left his soulhome and stood up, brushing his hands off on his pants instinctively. Senka promptly stuck her tongue out at him.
"Shut it, fumpet. I'm absolutely sure I'm right this time, and if I'm wrong, I'll just be even more absolutely sure next time."
"Sure, sure. Just point me in the direct direction."
Though he mocked Senka, she was attempting something of immense difficulty that he could never have done on his own. Strange spaces outside the Nine Worlds were difficult to track down and seemed to roam. The movements of the Chasm of Lamentations inspired entire competitions across multiple worlds. If she could really track down another one, that was extraordinary.
Once she gave him instructions, Theo reached into his coat and pulled out both his weirkeys. First the Noveni key he'd reclaimed from Guchiro, then the Siatan weirkey taken off the body of the fleshmasker. His first use had been a little shaky, but the skill had come back to him rapidly.
Theo activated the Siatan key, creating his own passage toward another world. But as soon as he entered the chaotic non-space between realities, he pulled himself backward with the Noveni key. Physical space meant nothing between worlds, so he could easily re-enter at a different point.
In this case, he arrived in the sky over a desolate region of crags and clouds, mostly lit by a violet sun. Theo automatically cast a gravitational field before remembering that he didn't need to do that anymore. Just by wrapping his cantae, now as dense as water, around himself he could hover in the air whenever he wanted. Using a field was actually slightly more efficient, so perhaps he should blend the two.
"Is this the place?" he asked Senka. "It doesn't look like much."
"It's basically the middle of nowhere. We're miles from any civilization." She pointed toward one of the dark crags. "It's there, actually in the cloud part. Finding the entrance might be difficult, but we're definitely in the right place."
As Theo descended in that direction, he examined the landscape for more than security reasons. The clouds seemed angrier than elsewhere on Noven: instead of a peaceful layer of fluffy whiteness, they roiled and twisted upwards. Instead of grand mountains rising to the sky there were long knife-like ridges on which nothing grew. Staring at them, he could almost imagine they were spikes on the back of a vast sea serpent.
Nothing attacked him as he descended into the cloud layer. Senka grumbled about the visibility while Theo automatically switched to his gravity senses. He could sense the wall of rock in front of him easily enough and it was comforting to be able to feel that there was nothing but mist in all directions.
Then again, Fiyu had been confident in her senses and an Ichili predator had still managed to strike her. Theo kept his cantae ready, just in case.
"Okay, somewhere around here..." Senka perched on his shoulder and shook her head. "There should be a distortion, a bit like a permanent gate. We just need to track it down."
"Why can't you do this yourself?" Theo asked. "I'm not just messing with you, either. Exactly how can you move between worlds?"
"I'm pretty sure I swallowed a weirkey."
With her leaning on his head, he couldn't glare at her. She seemed to understand anyway.
"That wasn't a joke!" Senka tapped where her stomach would have been if she had been a normal living being. "There's a weirkey somewhere in my mangled soulhome. I can use it to move myself, but it takes a real toll on me. I've tried to help you guys with it a few times and haven't managed it."
"You said a weirkey, but you've traveled between multiple worlds."
"Individual weirkeys are beginner stuff. You can do a lot better than that, but that's so far beyond you, there's no point even talking about it."
Instead of answering, Theo stayed focused on the search. The entire region was a bit unnerving, but he thought that was a purely psychological effect. Nothing felt truly unusual until something rippled through the nearby stone. According to his gravity and cantae senses, nothing had moved at all. That couldn't stop the visceral awareness.
"Did you get that one?" Senka asked.
"Were you sensing these from absurdly far away?" he asked. "How?"
"You just have to get a feel for it over a lifetime of experience. You're actually better-suited to this than most, because you survived your encounter with the House of the Lost. They really disrupt the fabric of other worlds."
Now that he knew what he was looking for, Theo could zero in on it. The fluctuations weren't constant, more like an erratic throbbing. He'd been examining the correct spine of stone, but he was too high. It emanated from deep inside the cloud layer, on the other side of a protrusion.
Eventually he reached out and touched the stone. It pressed back against his fingers, slightly wet and cool, as he ran his fingers along the side of the cliff... until they suddenly passed through. He immediately jerked his hand back and checked for any kind of harm.
"Oh, you're gonna lose that hand," Senka said. "It's infected. You'd better cut it off now."
"Shut up. Is this the entrance?"
"That's right. Now, you'd better go in first, since you're a big strong-"
Theo threw Senka against the wall. If she hadn't gone through, she wouldn't have been much harmed, but she passed into the apparently solid stone. He followed soon after, bracing himself against the strange chill. It reminded him of the entrance to the Chasm of Lamentations in a way he struggled to put his finger on, since the experiences were otherwise so different.
The space on the other side was pitch black but dry. Theo released a bit of cantae to light it... and immediately let out his breath.
It was as if he stood in a tunnel between worlds. What should have been cave walls around him shifted in the corner of his vision, twisting like non-space. They might be harmless on their own, but he had a bad feeling that if he stayed for too long, demons would start crawling out of the void.
Worse than that was the other end of the corridor. The entrance and the strange tunnel could be written off as a strange manifestation of reality, but he faced a barrier that was unquestionably artificial. He could barely even see the wall of dark bricks around the entrance. Heavy double doors stood within a massive statue of a face, contorted as if screaming in pain. To enter the doors, he'd need to walk into that mouth.
"Yes, this is it." Even Senka spoke softer as she stared at the entrance. "My memories are jumbled, but I can tell you what this is. A space containing another river, not as dangerous as the Chasm of Lamentations but... in some ways worse. Somebody didn't want it open to the Nine Worlds, so they locked it away here, where they hoped no one would ever find it."
"And now we're going to march directly in." Theo frowned down at Senka. "Are we going to unleash something trapped on the other side?"
"One or two unspeakable horrors, no big deal."
"Has this been your plan all along? You know, on Earth we have a variety of different stories about some unsuspecting human foolishly opening something that was meant to remain closed."
"We have those stories too. They end with everyone living in peace and prosperity, right?" Senka's smile didn't last for long. "I don't know what else to tell you, Theo. I'm incapable of opening this on my own, so this is one of those moments where I hope that you trust me."
"I guess I do." Theo smiled at her and walked to the doors.
His statement would have felt much more meaningful if he hadn't immediately realized that he didn't know how to open the door either. There were no handles and the doors didn't budge when he pushed on them. He did note a dark gemstone that was likely meant to receive cantae into some locking mechanism. The space beyond was too difficult for his gravity sense to parse, so he had no chance of simply picking it.
Up close, he realized that the doors were covered with etchings of faces in agony. Lovely.
"I guess it's harder to get in than I was expecting." Senka hovered beside it, but didn't seem to have a solution ready. "I don't know... you don't have to do this now if you don't want to. I could try to research some sort of key while you look into your old Noveni friend. That was one of your top priorities, wasn't it?"
"No, we'll do this first. I owe you that much." Theo put his hand on Senka's shoulder, trying to avoid gripping her like she was a child. "Besides, when I tried to investigate Brigana, I brought down a huge amount of trouble on myself. This could be just as bad, so I want to deal with other issues first."
Senka turned away and wiped her eyes. "Alright, that's fair. But if we're going to get in, I think we need someone with better senses."
"Not a problem anymore." Theo pulled out his weirkeys again and couldn't help but grin.
Seconds later, he was across the world floating just outside Ugustial. The city had defenses that prevented him from entering directly, but it was a simple matter to fly down to their palace. Reaching Authority wasn't just a matter of power, it meant freedom. If his group could just acquire enough weirkeys, that freedom would become nearly unlimited.
"Oh, Theo." Nauda looked up from her soulcrafting and blinked. "You're not done already, are you?"
"I need expertise," Theo said. "Is Guchiro here?"
"I think they're in the back, in the dark area. But we were actually going to get you next time you came back. Isorales invited us to a big sublime feast."
"Is it literally right now?"
"No, we were waiting for you."
"Then it can wait." Theo was about to say more, but at that moment Guchiro emerged from the wall of darkness leading to the next room.
"What?" He folded his arms and regarded Theo with an expression of utter confidence, even though the two of them were technically both Authorities now.
"I need senses far more polished than mine," Theo said. "We can be across the world and back in minutes if you don't mind."
"My ward has work of her own to do. I am willing."
Guchiro floated up to join him and seconds later they were flashing back across the world. Theo had to wipe the grin off his face when they emerged above the clouds, even though he assumed that Guchiro had already felt it. In any case, it was much easier to find the tunnel the second time, so they both stepped in together and stared at the screaming face.
"There you are." Senka stood up and spat a rock out of her mouth. "Guchiro, do you know about the five rivers? This is the entrance to one of them, or at least its world fragment."
"And you wish for me to open it." Guchiro floated forward to the door and placed a hand against the surface. "It is possible, but you should know there is danger beyond. Not danger of the crude variety that could destroy your body."
Theo could only shrug. "I'm determined to make the attempt, but that attempt doesn't need to be now. If you think it would be suicide, I'll reconsider. If it's possible, I want to try."
Guchiro examined him for several long seconds, then turned back to the door. "Because it is you, it may be possible. But I will not allow my ward to join you."
"Fiyu needs to work toward Authority, anyway."
"Then I will unlock the door."
Despite his confident tone, Guchiro failed on his first attempt. He withdrew his cantae and attempted again, sending a trickle of it through the gemstone into the mechanism. After a pause, he drew his legs up and sat cross-legged in the air, considering with his eyes closed. It required no less than five minutes before a deep click sounded through the chamber.
"I hope you will be fortunate in this unwise endeavor." Guchiro looked at him and seemed disinclined to say more. Since there was no way to reply to that, Theo returned him to Ugustial.
Then it was only the two of them, staring at the unlocked doors within the carved mouth. Theo glanced over at Senka and didn't see any more amusement in her eyes. There was really nothing else to say and he had no idea if there was anything he could do to prepare. All they could do was walk forward.
When Theo pushed through the double doors, he instantly entered another realm. Unlike the broad spaces of the Chasm, he found himself standing in a room of dark stone. The roof was uncomfortably far up, as if the space had been built for giants, but the walls leaned close on all sides.
They seemed like smooth gray walls... until he shifted slightly and the room changed. With a single step, the square room became a pentagon. Or had it ever been square? There was an old wooden door along one wall, but when he turned toward it, the door was gone and three triangular doors appeared behind him. When Theo reached out to touch one of them, the door dissolved into stone and another appeared on the ceiling.
"I remember this place now," Senka said quietly. "Welcome to the Archive of Misery."




Chapter 22

"Alright, fine." Theo tried to look back at Senka, which was unusually tricky with the room constantly twisting around him. "If you know this place, how does it work?"
"That's a bit of a problem. I knew about it, I wasn't a veteran." Senka hovered beside him, grinding her teeth, and briefly looked much older than her impish form. "It's some kind of gauntlet of illusions, spatial distortion, and allegedly misery. I'm immune to some things even now, but it's not helping at all here."
"So what made you think I could get through? Watch us starve to death in the first room."
"Oh, I could survive for at least several rooms on your body. But give yourself more credit than that. I didn't ask you to come here just because you were the only person who trusts me."
"The first problem is just getting to any door." Theo remained very still and pointed toward the door to his right. "What happens if you float over to that one?"
"You see a door over there? Huh."
It quickly became obvious that they were seeing different rooms. For a while they tested different positions, just in case the room you saw was dependent on where you stood. Unless the room was controlled by some sort of unfathomably complex patterns, Theo thought that it was random.
"Okay, we take a step back." Theo closed his eyes and focused purely on his other senses. "They wouldn't have put a lock on the door if they wanted to lock this place away forever. This must be a gauntlet that people made to travel through if absolutely necessary. And if they're people... unless there were people with radically different minds back then."
"I'm not sure how long ago my era was," Senka said, "but people were mostly people. Outsiders like the House of the Lost are about as inhuman as I've seen reality get."
"Then shut up and let me concentrate."
He didn't need to tell her to shut up, but Senka just grinned. With his eyes closed again, he could feel the room around him without it shifting rapidly. Even when he turned, he didn't feel any changes.
Of course his gravitational sense was the most likely solution. The problem was that it told him that there was nothing but absurdly high densities beyond the current room. It was slightly relieving to feel the entrance behind him, so they hadn't been thrown incomprehensibly far into some hellish dimension. But no matter how he moved, none of his senses revealed anything particularly unusual in any other direction.
Actually, that wasn't really true: he hadn't tried to touch anything. Theo kept his eyes closed and walked to one of the walls. For a moment he was happy to feel rough wood, like he'd found a door... but it refused to budge. When he ran his hands over it, the surface changed back to stone. So the chamber was capable of altering all of his senses.
That cemented his theory: this was all illusion, not some more complex challenge. His gravitational senses might not be very useful, but they weren't affected. He used them to guide himself around the chamber, testing every single surface of what proved to be a hexagon. Some felt like various kinds of doors, but it was when he was running his fingers over some stone that he realized that his hand passed through.
"Here." Theo looked, and though his eyes and skin told him he was running up against a solid wall, gravitationally he knew his arm was passing through when he extended it. "This looks like the only door onward."
"It looks like nothing to me," Senka said. "You'd better not be convincing me to run head-first into a wall."
"No, it's really the way out. This isn't so bad. Just like an ancient version of the Wakespire. If we can figure out the tricks, we-"
When they stepped through the door, terror seized hold of Theo's mind. Mindless fear that consumed him, urging him to flee at all costs. He automatically gathered cantae to fight back, even though his mind was telling him that it was useless and that he would die at any moment.
Yet there was nothing. Just another room, with empty shelves along the walls. Waves of terror continued pumping through him with no apparent cause, and they weren't letting up.
"Is t-this..." He hated how his voice trembled, but the adrenaline was overwhelming. "Is it a f-fear room?"
"It's not." Senka wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. "Not a trap. Just raw misery. From... from the river."
Considering it that way, Theo realized that she was right. The intense fear wasn't urging him to flee back to the previous room or curl up in a ball or anything that would prevent his progress. If anything, his body was screaming at him to run wildly in any direction, anything other than staying still and dying.
"It doesn't... get better." Theo clenched his teeth and took a shaky step forward. "We can't resist it, so we just move on."
Through the next door, he suddenly found himself tumbling through the sky. He was plummeting, no matter how much he tried to fly. Theo automatically cast a gravitational field, then an anchoring point that should have locked him in place, yet they did no good. He was still hurtling into endless darkness...
Or was he? Free of the illogical terror, Theo focused solely on himself. He was anchored in place, his technique working perfectly. This room wasn't overcoming any of his techniques, it was just another illusion. When he focused solely on his gravitational senses, they told him that he was spinning wildly, but they also gave hints of a door onward.
"They're just challenges," Theo said with a smile. "We've got this."
~ ~ ~
"We don't have this."
Theo sat in front of a series of doors, each made from identical wood. They weren't illusions but actual paths onward. Some were dead ends, some led to more doors, but so far each door had contained nothing but pain. Sometimes he'd be flooded by a sense of humiliation, other times depression, often a self-consuming rage.
At times he thought he heard the flowing of a river, as if he was getting closer, but there hadn't been any pattern he could determine. It seemed like all the miserable emotions were flowing out into the empty rooms. Like this place was a vast emotional dam holding back all the sensations from spilling over. It wasn't a path designed to keep people out, the Archive was designed to keep the river in.
The problem was, the rooms formed a maze and he hadn't figured out any way through except brute force. Experiencing so many different sensations had taken an enormous psychic toll on him, which was why he was taking a break. Senka had done her part testing some of the doors and now lay spread out on the floor beside him.
"You okay, Senka?"
"Urgle."
"Did you revert to your cursed state, or...?"
"I have nothing to say but 'urgle'."
He chuckled, which improved his mood more than he expected. Interacting with Senka, whether it was being amused or annoyed, felt authentic in a way that none of the intense emotions did. Theo smiled and examined the remaining doors. Just a few more minutes of rest, then they'd move on.
~ ~ ~
The sprawling labyrinth of misery finally led him to a different sort of dead end. Theo nearly turned back and closed the door before he realized that the shelves actually contained objects. Sublime materials, remnants of books, an entire skeleton.. the room seemed to have been looted at some point in the past, but what remained might have some value.
"What's this?" he asked Senka, just to hear her voice.
"Guess this place archives more than misery." She walked forward to examine the room. "I don't sense anything strange, so it might be a real storeroom."
"I'm too tired to figure out if any of this is useful. Let's loot everything and keep going."
~ ~ ~
Door after door, room after room. Theo had taken multiple breaks to sleep or eat. He soulcrafted only occasionally to clear his head, and he felt the absence of his usual routine. Assuming that his urge to sleep followed normal circadian rhythms, he'd been traveling through the Archive of Misery for multiple days.
As far as he could tell, they were making progress. Entire branches had been ruled out as completely empty, or at least empty after he took what remained. The problem was that the maze really did seem to shift. It wasn't an illusion like the first room, hallways and doors truly moved in his absence. Senka's theory was that the river itself had a chaotic nature and the Archive that contained it had to shift to compensate.
Thankfully the next room only had a single door. No more branches for his weary mind to map. Since there was no strong emotion in the room and the Archive hadn't really contained traps, he simply shuffled forward and opened the next door.
Too late, he realized that he was falling through a gate between worlds.
On the other side he fell onto carpet. It was soft, yet his hip hurt. Theo was too weary to get up, so he cast a gravitational field... and nothing happened. No cantae, no soulhome, no power.
He struggled to his feet and realized with horror that he was lying in his old office. Back on Earth. Where he'd been a middle manager, dreaming of another world. Theo raised his hands and saw that they were gnarled and covered in liver spots.
"No... Senka..." But Senka was gone and he was alone on Earth.




Chapter 23

For the first time in her life, Fiyu thought that there was perhaps too much soulcrafting. She wanted to explore the city of Ugustial with her companions. She wanted to leave the city and watch the strange sublime beasts in the mountains. She wanted to spend time with Friend Nauda...
But there was no choice. Fiyu desperately needed to work hard if she wanted to reach Authority in order to continue assisting Friend Theo and help others. Even with her relative providing her so many advantages, it was a massive work of soulcrafting. So many details to consider... she understood why Friend Theo had required so much time, then she'd also seen the results of his work.
Unfortunately, she was closer but not close. Fiyu sighed as she completed another circuit of her soulhome and acknowledged that it was not possible to ascend in the short term. There were two paths in front of her: complete her rooms as quickly as possible to ascend, or attempt more elaborate soulcrafting and become a proper Authority too late for the next competition.
"I require more time." Fiyu emerged into the physical world and bowed to her relative. "I am sorry I could not do more."
"This was the correct decision," Relative Guchiro said.
"Ah? Then... this was a test?" Fiyu smiled as the relief flooded through her.
"A test of your character more than your soulcrafting. You have been surrounded by Authorities, including one of your own companions, and it could be tempting to rush." Her relative rose to his feet and folded his arms within his cloak. "Normally, I would leave to acquire another material necessary for your ascension, but your companion still has our only Noveni weirkey."
"I will continue polishing the work I have done."
"We can do more than that. I have been speaking to local authorities about materials below and may be able to find one. I will trust you to determine the best sublime material to complete your incorporeality room."
"Yes, I will! Thank you!" Fiyu smiled happily as her relative flew from the balcony.
It would likely be several days until Relative Guchiro returned. While it would be responsible of her to continue refinement in his absence, she hoped to impress him. He had specifically asked her to find a material for her incorporeality room. That one had been a challenge, since it needed to build upon her Corporeal Floor while still matching the ways that she had changed as a person.
The slippery shadow that her relative had prepared for her was no longer appropriate, so she required something new. Finding something appropriate in such a bright world seemed improbable, but she would do the best she could. She had already incorporated the cloudshadow won from the previous round and hoped the chamber needed only a little more potency.
Fiyu was still polishing and thinking about the issue the next day when there was a knock on the door. She immediately tensed and analyzed the corridor outside, surprised that she had not anticipated the arrival. It appeared to be Acquaintance Isorales, who was more subtle than she had expected. Judging from the tension in his body and especially his wings, however, he was very nervous to be there.
"Can I help you?" Fiyu asked as she opened the door. Acquaintance Isorales jumped in surprise, as if he was not familiar with the function of doors.
"I, uh, wanted to talk to Nauda."
"She is not here. What do you need?"
"Well, I guess I can say, because it's about all three of you. I just..." He trailed off and began picking at one of his wings. Fiyu had never been certain if his oddly-shaped wing was truly damaged, and now that she was more familiar with Noveni anatomy, she still wasn't sure. The hollow bones of the wing did not appear fragmented, yet the muscles were oddly slack. "Basically, I was hoping you could help me. It might be a little dangerous."
"Many things are," Fiyu said. "What is it?"
"I'm hoping to ascend soon. Was supposed to a few days ago, actually. But one of my teammates was injured in an accident, and I'm suspicious it was really an accident, if you understand."
"Deception and treachery."
"More or less." Acquaintance Isorales twitched his wings and pulled together his composure. "I don't have any teammates to lose now, and I'm afraid the ascension will attract another 'accident'. I wanted to have you three on hand to provide support. With enough of us, I don't think the Dortorus lineage will try an attack."
"I will speak to Nauda and I think she is likely to agree. She is favorably inclined toward you." Fiyu paused in the doorway and considered her recent soulcrafting. "Our help is not contingent on this, but I wonder if I could request my favor now. You said that you would offer a sublime material."
"Oh! Right, sure, if you know what you want, I'll do my best."
Even though she had made the decision, Fiyu hesitated to share more details. She did not think that Acquaintance Isorales meant ill, but it was difficult to trust him when she knew so little about him. But there was no way to avoid giving him personal information about her soulhome, because any omissions would only make it difficult for him to assist her.
"One of my chambers is meant to make my body incorporeal," Fiyu explained. "I need a more powerful material."
"That's a tall order. I don't know if one material can cha-"
"I have completed a Corporeal Floor that prepares my body for this. But that is why it is essential for the material to match my soulhome. Your materials are... very bright."
"Sure, I can get something." Acquaintance Isorales folded his arms and considered for a while. "If you're okay with a crafted material, then I think I might be able to come up with an appropriate one. So it needs to be darkness oriented?"
"That would be acceptable, but the aspect of this chamber is actually ice."
"Huh. I'll look into it. But you'll talk to Nauda, right? Would you be able to help in a few days?"
"Some of my companions are not present, but we should be able to assist you." Fiyu nodded politely to him and then shut the door. Judging from his awkward shuffling on the other side, he had expected the conversation to go on for much longer. It made Fiyu feel rude, but she was concerned about how long such a conversation might persist.
On her own, Fiyu considered her remaining options and how likely it was that Acquaintance Isorales would be able to help her. She was unable to make progress before Friend Nauda returned, then they discussed the issue. As expected, Friend Nauda wanted to assist.
They both hoped that Friend Theo or Relative Guchiro would return in time to assist them, because having more Authorities would render an attack extremely unlikely. Neither did. So eventually, on the date that Acquaintance Isorales requested, they both traveled in the sleigh out to a location some distance from the city.
Ugustial grew smaller behind them but didn't disappear before they landed on a squat mountain not far above the cloud layer. Acquaintance Isorales was waiting there with the three Rulers remaining from the Jadadictus team. They did not appear particularly friendly to Fiyu's eyes, but they relaxed after her arrival. Perhaps they truly were worried about an attack and welcomed backup.
"Glad you could make it!" Acquaintance Isorales swept forward and hugged Friend Nauda for no discernible reason. "Hopefully this will all be for nothing. Since I missed the conjunction, we went to great lengths to find a suitable replacement far outside the city, where it's unlikely anyone could find us. There's a good chance that I'll just ascend and nothing interesting will happen. Of course, there's also a good chance I'll just fail..."
"Hey, don't talk like that." Friend Nauda pulled his body away from hers but her muscles did not appear tense. "Face the ascension confidently or don't face it at all."
"Y-you're right, of course. Now, umm, Fiyu..." Acquaintance Isorales appeared to fumble in his robes before he revealed a long box containing several hard objects with dense outer layers but gaseous interiors. "I did my best to fill your request. These are the best that the Jadadictus lineage can offer... or at least the best I could get my hands on."
Opening the box revealed little new, but Fiyu dutifully looked at the objects nestled in their places within. Each sphere was formed from a slightly different type of crystal and contained a different sort of gas. They also appeared to be different colors, with the spheres mostly clear and the gasses varying from red to gold to black.
"I can't give you all these, of course! Each one takes a Ruler artisan at least a month to create. This first one is elderglass filled with phantomdust..." Acquaintance Isorales continued to explain each of the spheres and it seemed that he actually had useful information.
"I would like this one." Fiyu picked up a sphere containing dark blue gas called ephemeralia, because both the description of its fleeting presence and its cantae felt appropriate. "Thank you for assembling them."
"No, no, these are still my thanks to you. I hope by this point we can all trust each other, but I understand we're still in competition."
"If that's done," Friend Nauda said, "can we move on to the ascension? Your friends are looking restless."
The other Noveni were indeed monitoring the city nervously, just as Fiyu had been monitoring. She could have told them that no one was approaching them from the city. More of their attention should have been focused on the mountain itself, because the numerous crags lost in the clouds were the only place where someone could hide from her senses.
"Not here," one of the Rulers said. He was a gruff man with six enormously muscular wings. "Let's move down to the next point, Prince Jadadictus. Further away from the city."
"Are you sure?" Acquaintance Isorales blinked at the man in surprise. "I thought this was our final location... or was that another trick?"
"Just in case, Prince."
All six of them flew to another mountain much further away, mostly just above the clouds to avoid attention. Normally, Fiyu would have said it was highly improbable that anyone would dare to attack six Rulers. During an event like the Wakespire, perhaps they were a more likely target. In any case, they were led to a larger mountain that was still more rounded than average. Instead of alighting on the top, where there was a dense little forest, they landed on one of the ridges near the clouds.
"Alright, then I guess we're here." Acquaintance Isorales tried to keep his face still, but his left leg was trembling underneath his loose pants. "Nothing to do but ascend."
Their group formed a circle around him as he knelt down and entered his soulhome. Friend Nauda offered a finger to examine him, which Fiyu accepted, but she was more concerned about examining the environment. Both the crags and the forest were complex enough that she couldn't be immediately certain that no one was present.
Would it be wise to ask them all to stop until the area could be thoroughly searched? Then again, if enemies were present, would it be wise to uncover them? Fiyu was still uncertain when Noveni society thought attacking was appropriate and when they would merely spy. She did not come up with any answer before Acquaintance Isorales began attempting his ascension, so it was too late.
The exterior of his soulhome appeared the same and Fiyu's senses couldn't penetrate within. He'd built a larger shielding wall and a more stable structure on his roof, so she hoped he was prepared. The pressure fell from the sky and began filling his soulhome.
Acquaintance Isorales winced and grimaced at the pressure, but his soulhome did not break as the new cantae cascaded through it. His cantae flow appeared to be almost as well-designed as Friend Theo's, though it would be tested due to his much slower path up the pyramid. Some of the Noveni called out encouragement and Friend Nauda began to smile.
And then something exploded atop the mountain.
Fiyu had a single moment to sense someone moving rapidly at that point, presumably the source of the explosion. After that, her senses were overwhelmed trying to track the rocks breaking apart overhead. The tumbling stones soon struck others and formed an avalanche.
Ordinarily it would be best to avoid it, but Acquaintance Isorales was still in the middle of his ascension. The Noveni braced themselves and some built shields of golden cantae. Friend Nauda had braced herself, but would it be enough?
A rock skipped above the others, tumbling over the shields. Fiyu moved automatically, using darkness to alter its path so that it didn't strike Acquaintance Isorales's head. Even as she did so, she felt a second explosion, even deeper in the mountain. Rocks rose like waves and tore down toward them, forcing back the shielding Noveni.
Fiyu did not want to disrupt the ascension, but there was no choice. She grabbed Acquaintance Isorales and pulled him away just before the avalanche swept over them. They flew through the air, small rocks flying above the storm occasionally pinging off their bodies.
By the time she landed, the avalanche had abated. Their group had fallen to a lower slope just above the clouds and only one of the Noveni had been injured by the rocks. At least... assuming that Acquaintance Isorales was well. He appeared to have become an Authority and there was no sign of major damage to his soulhome, but he hung limp from her arm and crumpled when she tried to set him down.
"Are they still there?" Friend Nauda asked from Fiyu's side. "I assume that was an attack."
"I can sense several figures further up the mountain," Fiyu answered. The enemy wasn't moving, but perhaps they didn't need to.
Their group contained no Authorities, so they had no easy ways of flying away. The avalanche had knocked the Noveni craft off the side of the mountain into the clouds and partially buried the sleigh. Fiyu could feel that its structure was largely undamaged under the rock and felt some relief, but there was no easy way to retrieve it from the rocks without exposing themselves to attacks.
For the moment, they were pinned at the lowest point on the mountain. Unknown enemies waited nearby and it was unknown if anyone had seen the avalanche so far from the city. Fiyu desperately hoped that Relative Guchiro or Friend Theo would return soon.




Chapter 24

How long had he lain there, on the floor of his old office? Not as long as he sat in his chair and realized that it was over. All of his hopes were destroyed. Even if he could somehow get back, his soulhome would have been destroyed in the transition. He hadn't even felt it crumble.
When the dread of decades on Earth became too much, Theo fumbled for his phone and discovered that his pockets were empty. Not so much as a piece of lint. Apparently he had fallen from the Nine Worlds and been left with nothing.
How could that be? After Vistgil had killed him, he'd ended up in his previous young body... but the House of the Lost told him that body no longer existed. Had his body been converted back and automatically reverted to the true age of his soul? Just thinking about it set him coughing, which caused a wet rasping in his throat. He'd been meaning to get that checked, before...
Theo began fumbling through his desk drawers, finding everything just where he left it. He had a letter opener shaped like a sword that he'd kept extremely sharp. His body was so old and frail, it would just take a long cut along his veins for him to bleed out. Yes, there was the sword, exactly where...
If Theo had been the man who had entered the Nine Worlds for a second time, he might have gone through with it. But he had been traveling with his friends for several years and memories of them made him hesitate. And while he hesitated, new thoughts emerged from the misery.
Why was his office unchanged? Time still passed on Earth while he was in the Nine Worlds, even if it was slower. He would have just disappeared from his job, so it shouldn't have been held for him. No, wait, his mind was even more scrambled than he'd thought. This hadn't been his office for years. These had been some of his bleakest years and he'd slipped back into that mindset the instant he returned.
It couldn't be real. Some part of his mind screamed that he was just in denial, but Theo clung to the facts. The creators of the Archive of Misery had no reason to create a portal to Earth, but they very likely could get into his head and prey on his pain.
Theo carefully raised his elderly, shaking hands in front of him. He felt no cantae at all and concentrated anyway. There had to be a reality outside his mind where he could still reach his singularity. No matter what he did, he felt nothing, but he went through every step of building his singularity even if he was just fooling himself...
Suddenly he stood in an empty room. A real singularity raged between his hands, having grown so broad the accretion disk crackled against his skin. His own power wouldn't harm him, but it drew in enough air that his clothes were flapping violently. All around him, he saw cracked stone and devastated shelves, fragments still being drawn into the black hole in his hands.
When Theo released the singularity he staggered and nearly fell. His body was no longer elderly but it hurt all over in a way he'd never felt before. Even if he had no theory about why, it didn't feel like the misery that the Archive threw at him.
"Senka?" His throat was unbelievably dry, so the word barely escaped his lips. She was nowhere to be seen, even when he looked through the nearest doors.
His stomach hurt and he tried to identify the emotion before he realized that it was simple hunger. Hunger more intense than he'd felt in decades, maybe ever. Theo reached into his soulhome and grabbed food from his stores. He wanted to consume all of it and had to force himself to eat slowly with a little water so that his stomach could adjust.
How long had he been trapped in the false illusion? Judging from his physical condition, it had probably been a while. The bigger question was what had happened to Senka: she might have entered her own personal hell, been thrown somewhere else, or left the room if he'd apparently vanished.
Regardless, he needed to move forward into the labyrinth. Theo's body was young again, and flush with an Authority's power, but when he walked he limped like an old man.
~ ~ ~
There was a tree growing from the ceiling. Theo felt like saying "Why is there a tree growing from the ceiling?" which was probably a sign of his deteriorating mental state. No one was there to hear him anyway.
Someone had made a bed of grass on the ceiling, so at first he thought it was simply a tree growing in the wrong direction. The leaves were thin slivers of neon blue that sent a strange shiver through his arm when he touched them. They didn't stretch upward, though... nothing about the tree suggested that it had simply been planted upside-down. In fact, the light blue branches all appeared to be stretching toward the floor.
For a while he thought that he'd stumbled across a gravity-inverting tree, which would be an incredible find. But as his pain-numbed mind began to think critically, he realized that the cantae was all wrong. The tree wasn't manipulating gravity in any way and in fact the leaves collected dust on their upper sides. It somehow just grew in the wrong direction, as if reality was inverted for it alone.
The sublime tree was entirely wrong for his soulhome, but it was extremely powerful. Theo used a gravitational field to lift himself to the ceiling and used a shovel to try to dig out the tree. Its roots appeared to be stunted within the grass circle, which was effectively a large flower pot. Eventually he just tore out the entire stone base and pulled the whole mess into his soulhome.
That had been the most powerful sublime material he'd found so far. Most of the others had been mildly useful, though he needed to sort through them. Theo walked toward the next door.
~ ~ ~
"You know," Theo said, "if they wanted to be really nasty, they should put in a normal trap. Just spikes or fire or something. I'd probably just ignore it, assuming it was another illusion or forced pain."
He walked through another door and endured a wave of disgust.
"That's what I would do if this was my labyrinth. That and invisible teleport mazes. Those are the worst. I'm talking to myself now... am I doing it just to hear something, or am I going crazy?"
No one answered.
~ ~ ~
"Theo?"
He didn't really believe it, when he saw her. It had been a door like any other, just retracing his steps after a long and painful dead end. The vision of Senka floating in front of him seemed more like some sort of illusion setting him up for an even more cruel reality than something that could possibly be real.
"I thought I'd lost you." She hit his chest with almost no impact and wrapped her doll-like arms around his neck. "What happened?"
"I got... trapped in something." Theo patted her on the back as an automatic reaction. She soon pulled away, a bit embarrassed at her emotional display, and thrust out a hand.
"You'd better have food, because I'm so sporping hungry."
"Right, sure." He found some manna for her and they both sat down in the middle of the chamber. This one was a simple stone hexagon with a constant aura of anxiety and faint wails of agony, but after everything they'd been to, he didn't notice all that much.
For a minute Senka just tore her way through some food, then she managed to speak between bites. "Really, what happened to you?"
"I think it was some sort of personalized trap. It made me believe I was back on Earth." Theo sat back against the wall and stared at nothing. "I'm not sure if that was really my greatest fear or just a source of misery that the Archive mined. But I was in there for so long... I'm not sure how I could spend days wallowing in that."
"From my perspective, you just disappeared. It was like all the effects in other places, but much more intense."
"How do people even build things like this?"
"It's such a waste of time. If you have a lot of sublime materials with different effects, you can experiment with combinations, then soulcrafting them in..." Senka's confident words trailed off. One hand groped at the air helplessly. "I've lost it. It's not any amazing lost soulcrafting, just tedious work. Not very useful for strength."
"But useful for traps, I guess."
They sat in silence for a while and Theo let himself eat some more. His stomach was no longer cramping, so he thought that he'd mostly recovered physically. How bad things were on a mental level, he wasn't sure he'd know until he got out of the Archive of Misery.
"Was going back to Earth really your greatest fear?" She asked the question very softly, serious instead of needling.
"Now that I've thought about it, I'm not sure it was about fear. It was about tapping into all the bitterness in that period of my life. Maybe I still haven't worked through it."
"What made it so awful? Your world seems like it has a lot of conveniences, from what little you've said about it. Did you do it to yourself, or were you just afraid of death? No immortality on Earth, right?"
It was bizarre to hear Senka talking like this. Theo wanted to stare at her but instead just sat at her side while they both stared at nothing. He wasn't sure why it took him so long to respond. "No, I... wasn't afraid of death. I didn't like getting older, but that's part of life. I just... didn't want to live a dull and empty life. Visiting the Nine Worlds gave me a taste of something so wonderful, the life I had before just didn't seem to matter..."
"I was afraid of death." Senka was staring straight forward, her eyes never even flickering toward him. "The idea that I could just stop existing, that everything I am would just come to nothing... I couldn't let that happen. I'd do anything to prevent it. No matter how much strength I found, that specter just..."
He wasn't sure what he could say to that. If she had been a friend he would have put an arm around her shoulders, but he wasn't sure how well he really knew Senka. And yet, sharing these words an in empty room, he felt like they had more common than he'd thought. Slowly, his hands trembling almost as if he was old again, Theo grasped one of her hands.
"I'm here," he said. "I can't promise much, but I'm here."
"Thank you." The words were almost a whisper, then Senka gathered herself. "We're getting closer, Theo. Don't let it stop you. If we just get to the river, this will all be over."
Since he didn't know what to say to that, he just gripped her hand.
~ ~ ~
At the end of what he estimated was yet another day, Theo sat down and soulcrafted. He didn't trust himself to make any complex soulcrafting decisions, so he focused on making bricks. Soon he'd have enough to begin fusing them into full walls, which raised the question of where to start on his fourth floor, as the increased construction time required strategic building.
One logical decision would be to start with the walls around his central shaft, which would theoretically continue up through his later floors. That would make all future rooms faster to complete. Yet if he spent all of his carefully-crafted bricks on the central walls, they wouldn't gain him much. It might be wiser to start with a corner room, where he could at least place a new material. There would be no complex cantae flow or elaborate effects, but he could integrate something new into his soulhome immediately and enhance himself.
The design of his fourth floor was a massive headache he needed to resolve when he was thinking clearly. Not just the fourth, but how his design would flow to the fifth and sixth as well. For now, becoming stronger as an Authority primarily meant developing his skills and building out his floor... which required bricks.
How had he made so many? Theo often tried to keep track of how long he had been in the Archive of Misery and he was afraid he was losing track. He was fairly certain that it couldn't have been anywhere near a full month, so hopefully he should arrive in time to help everyone else. But judging from the number of bricks, it had been longer than he expected.
There was one major positive: the Archive of Misery was getting easier to navigate. His acclimatization chamber was slowly helping him adapt even to these rushes of pain and emotion. He was glad that he'd put so much effort into its details. A lot of acclimatization rooms could only help deal with small differences in temperature or atmosphere.
By contrast, Senka seemed to be getting worse. He'd tied a rope around her leg before soulcrafting in case she decided to wander off. Currently she was sleeping, but at any moment she might babble nonsense and sprint in the wrong direction.
They had to be close to the river. Because if they weren't, he wasn't sure what was going to happen.
~ ~ ~
"I'm so tired... have we been through this one before?"
"Senka, Senka!"
"If you're trying to cheer me up, it hurts too much t-"
"Skorpyborp!"
"Oh god, I've lost Senka..."
"Let go, ya fumpet!"
~ ~ ~
Theo didn't walk anymore, just neutralized his gravity and floated between rooms. New waves of pain or emotion struck him, but he could mostly weather them now. Could he have survived all this as a young man? He honestly wasn't sure whether his lifetimes of experience made him more or less resilient.
The river was close: he could hear water rushing around almost every room now. Senka hadn't ever come back, proving even more annoying than before and constantly trying to run away. He'd actually begun using her as a navigational device - if her curse was trying to propel her away from the river, then the opposite direction might be the best path. It wasn't perfect, but it had guided him into new territory so far.
When he finally arrived, there was no final challenge or great puzzle. The next door simply opened into an empty field with a pure white river running through it.
Both field and air dissolved into a blue haze of dimensional energy, similar to what had surrounded the entrances to the Chasm of Lamentations. These didn't show anything on the other side, so Theo decided to stay close to the center. Based on the design of the Archive, he presumed that these were exits only. If he tried to explore further into the field, he might simply find himself in another world with no way back.
After so long, the river itself was underwhelming. Powerful, but not a raging torrent like the Chasm of Lamentations. Negative emotions wafted from it constantly, which would have been miserable without his acclimatization chamber. Or, honestly, he might just be numb. Either way, he understood why ancient soulcrafters would have gone to so much effort to lock it away.
"No, no!" Senka began to run away and he automatically flattened her with a gravitational field. "I can't I can't!"
She began using cantae to lift herself up, which she usually never did while in her cursed state. Briefly Theo just stared at her, wondering if perhaps her real self was leaking through. Was it possible that she had realized that this river somehow wasn't what she needed? No, if he took that path he would second-guess himself endlessly. They had gone through so much effort and pain to get here, he had to follow it through to the end.
"Sorry, Senka. I hope you'll thank me for this later." With that apology, he threw her into the river.
Senka thrashed and spluttered, going under repeatedly, and for a while he worried that she was actually drowning. Then, all at once, she went still. He would have been concerned if she hadn't rolled over onto her back. Despite the rushing water flowing from one side of the dimensional rift to the other, she remained as still as a stone.
"I'm not going to thank you," she said, "but that's just out of stubborn spite."
"Then you're back." Theo smiled and sank down on the riverbank beside her. "Should I be worried about this splashing on me, by the way?"
"It wouldn't destroy you like in the Chasm, but you'd have a pretty unpleasant experience."
"But you're fine."
"Yeah." Senka dipped underneath the water for a time and then poked her head back up. Instead of floating unnaturally, she was treading water now. "These five rivers were used to bind me, so they can also unbind me. I'll need to marinate for a while, but it won't take as long as before. As soon as I'm done, we should be able to leave the rift."
"Does that mean you have your memory back?" Theo asked.
"Unfortunately not, at least not directly. What I'm getting back is... part of myself, I think. Toss me some food." When he threw her a fruit, she consumed it in an instant, then frowned. "It tastes like nothing. That's better than all food being an absolutely miserable ordeal. I think some aspects of the curse designed to hurt me are fading."
"Is that all? Not to complain, but after going through all this..."
"Don't worry, we still dissolved another fifth of the curse." When Senka grinned at him, her teeth looked very sharp. "My soulhome uncrunched itself, just a little. I can't store much cantae, but I can manage... one burst, maybe. That could be useful. And I'm remembering... some of myself."
"What do you mean?"
"They tried to rob me of my very identity, to humiliate me. Some of that's coming back now. Oh, those fumpets... wait, seriously? Nlermit all! Those sporping fumpets... nlerm, this blooky curse..."
Despite himself, Theo laughed. Her voice contained a deep and abiding wrath, but filtered through the nonsense words it was absolutely absurd. At first Senka glared at him, more maliciously than he'd seen in a long time, but her glare dissolved and she chuckled as well. She dipped her head under water a few times and then came up looking more contemplative.
"It's not really important, but I was actually Noveni."
"Wait, really?" He looked over her cursed body, trying to see it. "Are you some species I've never seen before? Or is there no connection between your old form and this one?"
"I think my skin was this color, but my hair..." Senka ran her hands through it and then smiled while holding up several locks that had turned black. "That's an improvement. I probably won't get my real body back until the curse is completely gone, but this is a step closer."
"So you do have some memories back."
"It feels like some things were specifically locked away by the curse and I don't think those are coming back. But little things, like my favorite food growing up... or the color of my wings... or locations where I may have left little caches of sublime materials for myself."
"Wait, really?" Theo sat up sharply and Senka immediately laughed at him.
"Glad you have your priorities straight! But no, I wasn't sporping with you. It's probably too much to hope that any of them still survived after so long, but we should try to check them all. There might be some materials you and your allies can use, or I might find some physical evidence about myself."
"Unless the people who cursed you made sure to destroy every cache."
"Maybe some, but I remember how paranoid I was now." Senka dipped under the water one more time and then floated into the air. "Alright, that's everything I need. I don't know about you, but I want to get out of this miserable place."
They couldn't simply weirkey out, but the hazy edges of the dimension blurred all around them. Theo glanced back at the door to the Archive of Misery one last time, then walked with Senka through the barrier.




Chapter 25

How many hours had it been? Nauda had endured through many tense situations, including pitched battles, but she was exhausted in ways that she had never expected. The initial attack by unknown soulcrafters, which she had expected to quickly escalate into fighting, had instead become a tense standoff.
An hour earlier, one of the Jadadictus Rulers had been taken down. Nauda and Fiyu had been defending their western flank from another avalanche and there had been a stealthy attack from within the clouds. By the time she turned back, the Noveni woman was already injured. Now she lay along with the unconscious Isorales, which just meant that they had even more people they needed to defend.
The worst thing of all was that it was obvious by now that no help would be coming immediately. If anyone from the city had been patrolling this region or watching them, they would already have arrived. So their attackers were free to attack opportunistically and wait for the defenders to wear down. Clearly there was no justice to be found on Noven, either.
Fiyu was the calmest among them, kneeling in the center of their position and focusing on her senses. Nauda simply wasn't capable of waiting patiently like that, and she couldn't leap into action from such a position. Instead she paced. After a while, she paced toward Fiyu.
"Could your stealth technique cover all of us?" Nauda asked.
"I believe it could," Fiyu answered without raising her head. "But we have no means of returning."
"What if I could pull our sleigh out of the rubble?" Nauda knelt down nearby and pointedly didn't look toward its location. "If they didn't know what I was doing, I might be able to get away with it in the confusion."
"I believe they are paying very close attention to us and would not be fooled."
"But we can't let this continue. Could you get there on your own?"
"They are also watching me, but..." Fiyu abruptly yawned, stretching her arms in a broader way than she ever had before, and shifted down onto her side. From that position she looked up. "I am not really tired, Nauda. I am being deceptive."
"Sure, I get it." Nauda reached into her soulhome and pulled out one of their small tents. "Here, use this."
Fiyu crawled into the tent, her body already disappearing as it passed inside. As soon as she had entered, Nauda felt a slight current of wind as Fiyu departed invisibly. Hopefully the movement would be obscured in the general movement of the tent flaps. While trying not to look toward the sleigh, Nauda closed up the tent carefully, just as if Fiyu was really going to sleep.
Behind her, Fiyu must be creeping toward the region still covered in the landslide. She could no doubt make her way over the rocks, with her senses warning her about unstable sections. But how could she get the sleigh free without being noticed? Nauda got up and went to talk to the Jadadictus soulcrafters, trying to think of a plausible way to attract a bunch of attention.
"Don't try it!"
She looked back over her shoulder and saw one of the Dortorus Authorities hovering over the landslide, surrounded by tendrils of light. Nauda's heart leapt into her throat as the light spread out, seeking for an invisible Fiyu. They connected with nothing, but there was no way of knowing if Fiyu was trapped within his range.
"Stay where you are," the man commanded, "or I'll destroy your transportation."
"Does no one on Noven have any honor?" Nauda spat out the words with more real invective than she'd intended. She marched to the side of their group and pointed her staff toward him. "From the very beginning of the Wakespire, you've treacherously attacked everyone who stood in your way!"
"Some in the Dortorus lineage might have behaved dishonorably, but I have not." The man glowered at her, but he hadn't stopped searching with his physical light. "Yes, some have acted ruthlessly. I cannot approve of this. But we have no choice, when traitors are trying to rob our city of a sublime legacy."
Nauda had honestly expected their words to be a mere prelude to fighting, so she was surprised the conversation went anywhere. She lowered her staff to her side before responding. "What do you mean? None of us have done anything but participate fairly."
"The soldiers may not know, but their princes work treacherously. There is a rot in the city's nobility, and we need to tear it out. The Jadadictus lineage is clearly infected, seeking to undermine the competition. All we have done to stop them is injure a few soulcrafters: no deaths, not even any permanent injuries. And in return, we've been attacked, and one of our own crippled during the Ritual of the Climbing Suns."
"Alright, let's talk about that." Nauda saw that the Jadadictus soulcrafters were anxious, like this was just a pretext, but she wanted to hear the man out. "What's your name?"
"I am Cannium Dortorus. I have never wanted to be anything other than a defender of the light of Ugustial."
"I'm Nauda, from the world of Tatian. I have no stake in any of your conflicts. If you really believe you're fighting for your city, then show me some actual evidence. Right now, you just look like thugs beating down everyone who's standing in your way."
Cannium glowered and his light expanded around him, but he did answer. "A member of our own lineage was murdered and his identification used to rob one of our vaults, even though such a thing should not have been possible. Some believe this to be treachery from the undercloud Terefilia faction, wanting to take back the legacy they believe belongs to them."
"So you think they started this?"
"And then they crippled one of our Rulers mid-ascension!"
"Then why are you attacking the Jadadictus teams?" Nauda gestured back toward the miserable soulcrafters. The gruff man looked furious about the conversation, but the others sagged exhausted and drained. "They're doing nothing but trying to participate."
"They may believe so, but forces of darkness are working behind the scenes." Cannium raised a fist, which glowed with inner light. "They don't want to steal just a few sublime materials, they want the entire legacy. And they're willing to manipulate anyone to do it, Jadadictus or Terefilia."
Before Nauda could decide how to respond, Fiyu appeared atop a pile of rubble. It seemed that she had retreated from the Authority's position or decided she couldn't get close enough to the sleigh, but she was still easily within the range of his light attacks. Despite the danger, she smiled up at him.
"Perhaps we are not enemies," Fiyu said. "All we wish to do is compete fairly. Perhaps if you tell us all you know, we can-"
"No more words from you!" Cannium launched a beam of light that demolished Fiyu's position and forced her to jump to the side. "You're the prime suspect, monster! Your power... this isn't even shadows from below, it's pure darkness from the pits of the deepest abyss!"
"Oh dear." Fiyu raised her hands in a gesture of peace. "Please understand that I do not mean any harm. When I first left my world, your light seemed very terrible to me. But I have come to understand that different people are reassured by different things, so-"
"Enough!" Cannium unleashed a monstrous storm of light that curved through the air, rapidly surrounding Fiyu's position before closing in. She remained there for a little too long, still trying to reason with him before the light crushed her.
Nauda thrust out her staff, binding Fiyu in place, then jerked her backwards. Since Fiyu didn't resist, she was whisked to the side just before all the light descended. With an adroit flip of her staff, Nauda drew Fiyu to her position and they both retreated as the Authority began firing on their position.
"Maybe this isn't a good time to explain cultural relativism?" Nauda suggested.
"I had hoped he would listen." Fiyu lowered her head sadly, but it did seem that she was ready to fight.
Too late, Nauda realized that there was another Authority rising from the clouds.
Her plan had been to retreat from the unstable area and join the Jadadictus soulcrafters in a better defensive position. But while they had been talking, the Dortorus group must have sent their second Authority under the clouds to get in their way. This one was a thin woman who was one of the weakest 10th class members, but her Authority-tier cantae could still be deadly to them.
Trails of light pursued them from behind while cantae bolts approached from the front. Nauda tried to juke to the side and lost her footing on one of the shifting rocks. Fiyu grasped her arm before she could fall, but there was no time to dodge, they'd be crushed between the attacks...
Bronze rings swooped in at the last second and intercepted them. Each was a full pace across, a thick bronze band with cantae burning in the center. The cantae bolts on one side were repelled, while the tendrils of light seemed to be snuffed out when they touched the bronze. Two rings circled around Nauda and Fiyu, defending them, but a third retreated.
Nauda followed its path... back to Isorales. He was hovering now, cloaked in an Authority's cantae. For the first time since she'd seen him, his gaze looked determined.
"Your accusations are baseless," Isorales said sharply. "Have you considered that, if there is really a treacherous force working against the city, that it might be turning us against one another?"
"Ridiculous!" Cannium retracted his light, refocusing now that he was facing another Authority. "Why should I trust you, when you willingly consort with dark forces?"
"You should have come to the princes with your suspicions instead of-" An assault of light interrupted Isorales's words.
The third bronze ring intercepted it, smoothly sliding into position. This time Cannium didn't let up, sending repeated spears of light that hammered the ring back toward his opponent. But he should have been looking at the rings beside Nauda.
They leapt from their positions, lashing out at Cannium with startling speed. He managed to block the first, only for the second to catch him in the chest and send him tumbling. Immediately the other Authority cried out to attack Isorales from behind, but the rings kept spinning, circling around to threaten her as well. In fact, all three rings seemed to be spinning around him with increasing speed.
As Isorales rose higher, the rings rotated to horizontal positions, forming a disc of bronze around him. That disc expanded greatly and one edge sawed deep into the mountain. Nauda didn't understand what he was doing until she saw several Rulers fleeing up the side: they must have been creeping close in the trees, planning to join the battle.
And it was going to be a battle. Isorales was stronger than she'd expected, but he was up against two Authorities and several Rulers. Plus, he was a fresh Authority while their opponents had experience on their side. Unless Nauda and Fiyu could tip the scales, he'd be overwhelmed.
Cannium and Isorales clashed in the air, while the female Authority ran up the mountain toward Fiyu. Nauda watched in panic as Fiyu fired a lightstorm at her, only for the Authority's more powerful bolts to tear through it. She didn't have time to pull Fiyu out of the way again...
Instead, Nauda launched herself forward. She thrust out her staff, managing to bind one of the bolts in midair and misdirect it. Still moving, Nauda flipped her staff around and slammed the other end into the Authority. The Dortorus woman arced one of her wings around herself and the feathers deflected the strike as if they were made of stone.
Nauda was taken aback, but she wasn't willing to give up so easily. Her momentum was still throwing her forward, so Nauda used the deflection to flip her staff again. This time she thrust the tines around the wing, aiming for her opponent's leg.
To her surprise, Nauda actually landed the blow. Her opponent grimaced and stumbled before firing cantae bolts. Nauda managed to dodge one and the other caught her shoulder. Only the bondsfungi reinforcing her body kept the Authority's cantae from tearing through her, and it still hurt. It was remarkable that she could keep up at all, so she needed to end this quickly.
Nauda struck with a wave of nullification, staggering her opponent, then swung horizontally at her wing. This time, her staff plowed through the fragile feathers and struck the other woman in the side. The Authority was sent flying over the clouds, struggling to regain control of her flight.
Behind, Nauda dropped to one knee, gasping for breath and barely holding herself up with her staff. This Authority was much less dangerous than Cannium or many of the others she'd faced, perhaps because she'd used a heavenspear or another material to reach the position.
That should have been encouraging, but it only made Nauda realize how far she had to go. Her soulhome was nothing compared to the polish of Fiyu's. Theo had managed to defeat a stronger Authority while still at Ruler. Even Isorales and Cannium showed signs of far more potential. Nauda realized that if she continued focusing on raw materials and didn't equal their soulcrafting sophistication, she would end up like this Authority and be left behind.
Or she could end up dead before the day was done. As Nauda pulled herself back to her feet, she saw how the battle would go. Unless someone flew to the rescue, it wouldn't end well.
~ ~ ~
It would not be enough, but Acquaintance Isorales was proving more formidable than Fiyu had anticipated.
The three rings he controlled were a powerful armament that had yet to be damaged despite their use as both offense and defense. He controlled them as if he was absolutely aware of their position; it reminded her more of an Ichili sense than any other technique she'd seen on Noven. Perhaps most essentially, he clearly had mastery over their technique instead of clumsily using an armament that someone else had given him.
Unfortunately, he was still new to his power and outnumbered as they all were. Friend Nauda had briefly balanced the scales but was now accumulating injuries. Fiyu had managed to knock some of the enemy Rulers off the mountain, but she was unable to help against the Authorities. In fact, she was more of a liability than anything, because Adversary Cannium continued to pursue her at every chance.
She felt the hate all through his body whenever he saw her. He truly seemed to believe that her darkness was fundamentally evil. It was very distressing.
Overhead, Fiyu saw the battle finally tip in the wrong direction. Acquaintance Isorales had defended himself with two of his rings, but Adversary Cannium had anticipated this and used tendrils of light to bind his rings in place. Now Acquaintance Isorales was attempting to strike him with the third ring but rapidly weakening.
"Excuse me." Fiyu fashioned a lance of darkness and threw it toward Adversary Cannium.
He whirled on her, as she had known he would. Adversary Cannium growled and began emitting shafts of light that tore through the mountain around her. It was the most that Fiyu could do to avoid being struck, and few of her skills could face such immense power. She slipped into her stealth again, less because it would help her escape and more because she knew it would enrage him.
Acquaintance Isorales appeared to have given up attacking with his third ring... no, it was slipping alongside the others. Two of his rings were still grasped by tendrils of light, but he pulled them into position. When all three came into alignment, the bronze glowed from within.
A beam of sapphire cantae shot from Acquaintance Isorales through the rings, blasting Adversary Cannium in the side. It couldn't immediately overcome his light defenses, but the impact drove him down, all the way through the clouds. The beam persisted for a surprisingly long time until Adversary Cannium was nowhere to be seen and a large hole gaped in the cloud layer.
Suddenly alone in the air, Acquaintance Isorales slumped to the side of the mountain. Fiyu leapt to his side, but he did not seem to be injured or exhausted. He regarded her with a strange expression and she noted that his wings were going slack again.
"Thanks for helping... I couldn't have taken him alone..."
Fiyu desperately wished that Friend Nauda had been present to encourage Acquaintance Isorales, because she was ill-suited to the task. She suspected that his mind was injured due to improper treatment from his relatives. That was something she could not resolve in a few seconds, if at all. Yet she needed to do something before he ceased to apply himself.
"You have done well," Fiyu said. She picked up one of his fallen bronze rings, which was surprisingly heavy, and proffered it to him. "You must continue to fight with us."
"The ascension went smoothly," Acquaintance Isorales said weakly, "but I don't have any Authority-tier techniques. You should run while I hold them off..."
Clearly words were insufficient. Fiyu had seen others use a physical blow at such times, but could not bring herself to do such a thing. Instead, she hung the ring around Acquaintance Isorales's neck. He stared in surprise and all of the muscles in his jaw went slack.
"You are the only Authority on our side and you have done well. You must keep going."
Too late, Fiyu sensed someone shooting out of the clouds. Adversary Cannium had returned, and he'd flown up beside the other enemy Authority. Both of them were gathering their cantae now, ready to rain fire down across the mountain. With Friend Nauda injured and her other allies drained, Fiyu did not know what she could possibly do.
With a lurching step, Acquaintance Isorales threw himself back to his feet. His rings flew upwards and hovered in a triangular pattern. Cantae spread between them the instant before the enemy Authorities unleashed their own attack. His shield managed to deflect the assault, but the rings were being pushed backward, blow by blow...
Just when Fiyu began to despair, she felt someone flash across the sky. Both of the enemy Authorities staggered and their assault petered out. Who could it have been?
Fiyu eagerly expanded her senses, trying to keep up with the rapidly moving body. She had hoped that it would be Relative Guchiro, but it did not seem to be. Instead it was a smaller man... could it be Friend Theo? But there was something odd about the shape, and there were other bodies as well...
To her surprise, four Noveni flew up from the clouds. They were no one she knew well, but she did recognize them as the Terefilia team. Their leader, an Authority, unleashed twin whips of crimson light that struck aside the rest of the cantae assault. One of the others began throwing out accusations and the Dortorus soulcrafters had no choice but to retreat.
Since the battle was over, Fiyu rushed to find Friend Nauda. She appeared to be seriously injured, but to Fiyu's surprise, her friend withdrew something from her soulhome.
"You're hurt... try this..."
Fiyu gingerly took the object, which was revealed to be... pellets of manna bonded together by honey? This made little sense, but Fiyu nibbled on the edge. "It tastes good, Nauda, but why?"
"It's supposed to heal you." Friend Nauda finally got her staff in a firm position and used it to hold herself upright. "I suppose I'll have to work on it more."
If anyone needed the manna cake, it was clearly Friend Nauda. Fiyu ate the rest, hoping to have something encouraging to say, and she did feel new cantae flowing through her. Not dramatic, but it did seem like a foundation on which her friend could build a useful technique. Before Fiyu could offer her any compliments, the situation on the rest of the mountain developed further.
"This is no alliance." One of the Terefilia Noveni spoke to Acquaintance Isorales while the others kept guard for remaining attackers. "We simply saw a chance to strike at our enemy."
"Why shouldn't we work together?" Acquaintance Isorales asked. "The Dortorus lineage has the overwhelming advantage and they're clearly targeting all of us."
"All we want is to recover the sublime legacy of our kin and return to our own nation. Do not get in our way."
"Wait." Friend Nauda squared her shoulders to look strong, though her back muscles were clearly aching. "They were yelling a lot of things about some conspiracy. Did the man who interrupted the ascension have anything to do with your group?"
The Terefilia Noveni shifted uncomfortably and glanced at one another before the leader answered. "We did not plan that attack and are still investigating how a rogue element could have interfered. As far as we are concerned, this entire city is corrupt. All we want is the sublime legacy that should have been our birthright."
Though Friend Nauda and the others continued to try to talk to them, Fiyu could feel the tension rising in their wings and knew that there was little chance. For a brief moment, both groups had fought together and might have cooperated. Now, they returned to their factions. If there was any truth to everything that Adversary Cannium had shouted, it would not be found here.
With the battle finally over, Fiyu sank to the ground and let her shoulders slump. She was grateful to the Terefilia soulcrafters for saving her, but they were not who she wanted now...




Chapter 26

When Theo finally returned to Ugustial, he had been looking forward to a hug from Nauda, a smile from Fiyu, and a lot of sleep. Instead, he arrived to find them both injured and sullen. Even the city itself seemed grim, with more armed soulcrafters on the streets. The central palace of the Wakespire, which had been a place for petty rivalries, was now fortified.
"Just what happened here?" he asked after he deposited a sleeping Senka in bed. Fiyu lowered her head and Nauda shrugged grouchily.
An hour later, he had the whole story. The attack had clearly been tightly planned, pinning opponents who ordinarily would have been more mobile in a vulnerable position. What frustrated him most was that the princes of the city didn't seem inclined to prosecute anyone. As far as he could tell, they considered all nonlethal fighting related to the Wakespire to be simply part of the competition.
"There haven't been any more attempts," Nauda concluded. "We assume they were tracking Guchiro's movements and, well, you weren't there. It would have been a very different situation if you had been."
"I would have been," Theo said, "if they had clearly scheduled their ambush beforehand."
"Please do not argue." Fiyu had been soulcrafting the entire time and now emerged. "Theo could not have known that such a thing would happen."
"I'm not blaming him," Nauda said with a frustrated shrug, "I'm just pointing it out. We can't optimize every hour of our time in between rounds as if no one else will take action. We don't know how complicated this really is and what might happen next."
There had certainly been some troubling suggestions in their story and he wanted to know more. At that moment, Theo didn't feel much like optimizing the rest of his time at all. Most of his mind was still trapped in the Archive of Misery and his emotions felt grated raw. The only reason he hadn't snapped at Nauda was that he was exhausted.
"I'm going to sleep first," Theo said slowly. "After that... maybe we could all get something to eat? It's been too long since we've eaten anything but manna."
"Oh, perhaps this is a good time to ask Isorales." Fiyu beamed with such sincerity that Nauda's expression softened. Theo wasn't entirely sure what they were talking about but decided to just sleep and worry about it in the morning.
The next day he woke up mid-morning, the first time he'd overslept in years. It seemed that the others had a meal of sublime food prepared, which was welcome. Throughout the morning Senka remained asleep, so he explained about the Archive of Misery and showed them the strange sublime materials he'd collected. Some of them might have been useful, but they were all hurting and none of them wanted to discuss soulcrafting in much depth.
At noon a grand golden disc arrived outside the palace. Theo had expected to meet Isorales, but instead a Noveni woman in Jadadictus wraps exited. "Prince Isorales regrets that he cannot join you," she said. "It will take him some time to recover from the attack. Still, he hopes that you will enjoy the feast, compliments of the Jadadictus lineage."
The disc itself appeared to exist solely to escort them to the restaurant. It climbed high above Ugustial before sliding toward one of the highest spires. Theo expected to dock next to one of the tallest towers, but at the last moment the vessel rose again: not to the towers, but to one of the vast panels that floated above the city.
Theo had seen people and buildings on top of them before and assumed they were workers managing the structures over the city. Some might have been, but the golden panel they landed on was clearly more. The structure on top, simply flat from above, proved to be a restaurant that was lavish even by Noveni standards. There appeared to be a thin filigree of ivory along the edge that blunted air currents, letting everyone enjoy the vantage point without worrying about wind.
Just like the travel there, everything else was decided for them: no menus or decisions, just a table by the edge of the golden disc. Theo would have been concerned, but apparently Nauda had made her request very precisely. They were served an enormous variety of Noveni sublime food, including from beneath the clouds. He idly wondered if Senka would have had opinions, but there were other issues to discuss.
"I think we need to discuss the Dortorus accusations," Theo said after his first several bites. "Do they have a legitimate issue, or is it just an excuse?"
"He seemed..." Fiyu circled her spoon around her plate as she sought for a word. "...very zealous."
"I don't have any answers, but I did talk to Isorales and figure out the timeline of events." Nauda finished chewing a triple-branched wing of sublime meat, wiped her mouth, then set her napkin down to talk. "Several months ago, Katarikus Terefilia dies. There are rumors of foul play but no actual evidence. Then in the month before the Wakespire, someone in the Dortorus family shows up dead and one of their vaults is robbed."
"Are there any actual facts to connect those?"
"Isorales seems to believe that the Dortorus family is furious about their security failings and just seeking someone to blame. I certainly don't know the real truth."
Theo ate through a small cup of sublime pudding while he thought about the events. It was studded with softly glowing berries, but even their intense cantae couldn't hold his attention. "In a city as big as Ugustial, there has to be a base rate of murder. But the local authorities apparently haven't acted?"
"I'm not entirely sure I understand how their legal system works," Nauda said. "I think it ultimately comes down to the princes. Each family is doing their own investigations and they must not have found any real evidence or they'd bring it up for prosecution."
"Even Ractifus Terefilia? He doesn't seem to care about Katarikus being dead, except for how it can enrich him."
"Relatives hating one another is sad indeed," Fiyu said quietly, "but I do not know if he can be blamed. If he wanted the sublime legacy, wouldn't he seek it another way?"
Nauda immediately poked her spoon at Fiyu in agreement. "Exactly! From what I've heard, he's the deciding vote among the judges when it comes to everything related to the Wakespire. He seems to have shut down as many internal rivalries as possible unless they had evidence to offer. That's why I'm inclined to think there's no real evidence."
If only it was that simple. From his few interactions with the man, Theo thought Ractifus was generally fair-minded. That had nothing to do with whether or not he was ruthless. It was entirely possible that the man wanted to rush through the Wakespire with as few issues as possible, take his wealth, and leave Ugustial for good.
Since there was no real answer, they ate in silence for a time. Fiyu was the one to break the silence, pushing forward a sparkly bowl. "You must try this. The crystals appear sharp, but they are actually sugar. Underneath the crystalline layer, the interior is savory. It is an intriguing combination."
"Huh, you're right." Nauda relished her spoonful, then looked toward him. "With this meal, I think our Nine Worlds Feasts will be complete for Noven. But as soon as we're free, you need to take me around to other worlds so I can restore the parts I lost."
"If only it was so easy," Theo said. "Once we all hit Authority, weirkeys will go from useless to essential for our development. Right now I only have a Siatan weirkey, and I don't know enough about Siata to find high quality sublime food."
Fiyu bobbed her head. "My relative has been soulcrafting for quite some time, and even he has only a few weirkeys. But I believe he would be willing to share."
"Ideally we should have multiple for all of us. At minimum, two each so that we can move freely in the same world. Most organizations put a premium on them, but we should be able to find more." Or so he hoped. As Theo thought about his former weirkey usage and his old allies, that only made him think about how controlled his previous experience in the Nine Worlds had been. If Guchiro couldn't find weirkeys easily, maybe he'd have a more difficult time as well.
He couldn't even think about that for long, though. The possibility of finally investigating another one of his old allies loomed over the dinner with his new friends.
"I'm guessing you have a busy schedule of training planned," Nauda said. Judging from the way she had shifted forward, she must have seen the absence in his eyes.
"I'm sorry I have to go again." Theo looked between the two of them, making sure to hold their gazes. "But I don't want to be away when you need me. I'm afraid I don't have a system for us to contact each other, but I'll stop by every day or two to check in."
"Oh, you don't have to do that. We have a ton of our own work to do."
"But please be back well before the Wakespire," Fiyu added. "I am concerned there might be another incident or reason for them to move the date."
Theo accepted her point: it was easy to think he could schedule every element of his life, but there were too many unknown variables. Instead of packing every last day before the Wakespire, he would simply take on tasks one at a time and complete what he could. Then he would definitely be present and prepared for their serious attempt to win the competition.
Until then... he would begin with Eratius and the secrets of his past.




Chapter 27

As far as Theo knew, most of Noven was covered by a thick layer of clouds. While investigating the homeland of his old rival, he realized that he'd missed something obvious: not every part of the world was covered in land.
When he'd arrived at this location by weirkey, he'd been surprised to see the utter lack of mountains. The clouds stretching in all directions were instead punctured by vast updrafts of air. Floating through the mist swirling around the edge of one of these revealed a glimpse below: a vast sea churned, patches of glittering sapphire visible within the shadows.
The region below looked unnaturally stormy, and even the sky above was unusually cold. Theo had expected his acclimatization chamber to handle the difference but ended up wearing the scarf and gloves that Fiyu had insisted he take. Perhaps eventually he would be strong enough to walk through the arctic or volcanoes, but not yet.
His real objective wasn't the sea but the city that rested upon it. Eratius had boasted so many times about the beauty of his home city Rotorial and Theo had to admit that he had described it well. Instead of gold and ivory, the city was formed from wood painted in gentle colors. Its edges shimmered where they met the clouds as mystical forces held it aloft. The clouds around the city appeared to be much more dense than those he'd seen elsewhere on Noven.
The truth was, he was staring at the cloudscape because he didn't want to find answers. Not even because of the potential consequences that might come along with them, if Vistgil really had laid a trap. Just the simple fact that he really might not like what he learned.
Theo descended toward the city and didn't make any effort to avoid the guards.
"State your business, traveler." They were armed but wouldn't dare threaten an Authority.
"I have lineage business at your hall of records," Theo said. "I will not be long."
"We welcome the trade of any Authority from a strange world." The guard spoke a bit gruffly, but he seemed to be trying to pay a compliment. "Stay as long as you like, so long as you don't make trouble. Whatever customs or duels you have at home, leave them outside the city."
"Thank you. I should have no need to disturb anyone."
Once he had been approved, Theo descended the rest of the way and landed on a green docking area. Everything was peaceful, yet his heart was beating faster than it had when fighting enemy Authorities. There was the very real possibility that Vistgil had left some sort of trap around information about Eratius. It might have been a social trap, like the ancient vendettas on Deuxan, or it could even be the lethal world-collapsing voids that he'd already seen used twice.
Those risks were why he'd come alone. Yet as he flew toward the largest areas of the city, he wished that he had someone to discuss the problem with.
When they'd traveled together, Eratius had never stopped talking about his lineage and how noble his family had been. Theo had never actually visited his home, so he wasn't sure exactly how important his old rival's family was. It had clearly been an immense source of pride for Eratius, not to mention the cause of numerous duels. Assuming that Vistgil hadn't killed them all somehow, there had to be something left that would give him some clues.
Though Theo didn't know anything about Rotorial in particular, he knew to fly to the wealthiest part of the city and from there symbols carved into the buildings led him to his destination. Not every culture on Noven cared about lineages, but this one definitely did, so of course they had extensive records.
Inside he discovered a quiet room, much like libraries across any world. Several attendants were sorting records behind a desk and regarded him with mild interest when he arrived. They were clearly familiar with outsiders, if not his exact species.
"I'm here to look up the lineage of a Noveni friend." Theo's voice faded and his throat felt very dry. Even though nothing was likely to happen, he didn't want to utter the name. "Would it be possible to search for it myself?"
"It will be much faster if you let us help," one attendant said. "The records are very complex, particularly depending on the prominence of your friend's lineage."
"The matter is... a bit sensitive. I'm seeking to return a sublime legacy to the proper heirs." The lie had come together almost before he thought about it. It seemed absurdly obvious, clumsily inspired by the Wakespire, but these people lived half a world away and had never even heard of the event. A sublime legacy was a sufficient reason for a matter to be secretive without attracting too much attention.
"Alright then. What era do we need to find?"
Theo gave the appropriate year, which he'd carefully cross-referenced with Senka after he'd determined how much time had passed. The attendants gave him slightly strange looks, since it was more than a century ago, but they didn't object. Instead they led him to a blue-painted room that was filled with a number of over-sized books.
Unlike the over-extravagant books at the Wakespire, these were densely packed with text on every page. After the attendants gave him the appropriate book, he used a gravitational field to hover it to one of the reading tables and then begin examining all the records.
The lineage names were alphabetized, but here soul translation faltered. He saw the names in English even though none of the Noveni alphabets had anything like the same sound order. That left him with no choice but to browse until he got to roughly the right sound, then narrow it down. He focused to reduce the soul translation, trying to actually see the original characters. They didn't mean anything to him, but he could be sure he wasn't mixing up the letters.
And yet he couldn't find anything. Theo flipped between pages in increasing anger as he ran out of theories. It was as if there was no record of Eratius's lineage at all. Surely Vistgil couldn't just erase any hint of his existence, not in a world even more records-obsessed than Deuxan.
Swallowing his frustration, Theo decided that it was no more of a risk to ask someone. He floated the book back to one of the attendants, who frowned at it.
"Will your cantae damage the book?" she asked.
"I'm not using cantae directly, just producing an effect." He adjusted his gravitational field to show her the book's movement. "It's under no more stress than when resting on a table."
"Well, good. What did you need?"
"I haven't been able to find my friend's lineage. I may be making a mistake, of course."
"Let me see." She didn't so much as blink when he gave her a name similar to Eratius - not the same, just in case there was a social trap, but close enough. The attendant quickly confirmed that he had been looking in the right sections and found nothing.
"What does it mean if he isn't here?" Theo asked.
"These should be all the lineage records from that decade, but there are other books. Here, let me get those." Because the attendant seemed pleased by his gravity trick, she helped him locate two more large books of records.
Theo analyzed the exteriors, wondering why the quality was lower. No shimmering paper or elegant bindings with these two. The left book had a much lower quality cover and the right was basically just a pile of papers bound together. It didn't make any sense for Eratius to be in either of these.
Armed by what he'd learned of the local alphabet, Theo looked through the second book much more quickly. Again, no sign whatsoever. Judging from the introduction of the third, the people contained within didn't really have proper lineages and were only tracked for the sake of the city. Theo assumed that he must be fundamentally overlooking something and flipped through the book with only one eye on the names while thinking about other possibilities.
Then, to his utter surprise, he found Eratius. Not just his family, but his exact name.
All other thoughts fell away as Theo read through the entire page. Eratius's father, who had allegedly been a great prince of the city, was listed as a minor merchant. His mother, who he'd always spoken of as an Authority-tier seamstress, was listed as a sublime material refiner who had only reached Archcrafter. Both of them had died of old age. Eratius was listed as their son, but all it said was that he had been hired by outsiders as a mercenary and never returned.
The most obvious answer was staring him in the face, yet Theo struggled with it. Unless this was some trick with incomprehensible motives... had Eratius simply been lying?
Now that he thought about it, with years of experience on Earth in between, certain things made more sense to Theo. All the fanciful stories Eratius had told about his home had been fantasies. Theo had taken his repeated references to his noble lineage as absurd arrogance, but now he realized that they were the lies of a man over-sensitive about his common upbringing. And the way Eratius was so prickly about his heritage was because he knew it was all a lie.
What did any of that mean? Theo wasn't even sure how to think about this turn of events and wasn't sure he wanted to. He had been prepared for a record of death or traps from Vistgil, not this empty answer.
To escape his thoughts, Theo left as quickly as possible. He returned the books politely but didn't even leave the city before using his weirkeys. Maybe he could get information from Isorales that could shed light on all this. So far away from Rotorial, surely no one knew about any secrets involved with Eratius.
Back at the palace he found that Fiyu and Nauda were gone, but Senka was rolling around on the floor. The instant she saw him, her eyes snapped into focus and she grinned.
"Theo, I'm ready to do some traveling!"
"To your former caches?" He smiled and realized that this was just the distraction he needed. "Alright, I can take you."
"That quickly? Well, I do have a couple that should be completely safe, so let's go." Senka floated up to his shoulder and gripped his coat. "Take us away from Noven, then I'll give a little nudge back and you handle the rest, okay?"
It was a somewhat advanced weirkey technique, but Theo wasn't particularly concerned about that. He followed Senka's instructions and tried not to think about the emptiness yawning around him. Nothing happened, despite his submerged fears, and they appeared in the sky over a new area of Noven.
For the first time since he'd entered Noven, mountains actually surrounded him. Even though the cloud layer looked about the same as everywhere else, the peaks emerging from it were absolutely enormous. He couldn't see any sign of habitation and he understood why: the peaks were icy near the clouds and only grew more lifeless as they rose.
"There's nothing complex about this one," Senka said from his back. "Just some sublime materials stuck in a really inhospitable place. Fly up that peak there. No, not the tallest one, the other one."
He flew toward the mountain and finally let himself forget about Eratius a little. As he flew higher, the winds became more intense, almost more than an Authority's cantae could overcome. After increasing his mass substantially he was able to fly, but he didn't dare use any gravitational fields for fear of unintended consequences in the fierce winds.
Partially hidden near the top of the mountain Senka had indicated, he found an entrance to a cave. It had been entirely frozen over, so he shattered the ice. Senka finally let go and floated ahead of him, poking at various rocks as if experimenting. At last she grinned and turned a specific set.
One wall of the cave, identical to the others before that point, began to split open. Two doors creaked apart, revealing... an empty room. Just a cube of stone with nothing inside it.
"Of sporping course." Senka sighed as she drifted into the room. "I knew it was a long shot, but I had hoped this cache would survive. I intentionally placed it in a continent without one of those cultures that's really obsessed with climbing mountains."
"Just ordinary thieves, do you think?" he asked.
"I mean, I don't see what else it could be. I didn't tell anyone about this location and I don't think whoever cursed me could get that information from me. My mind was scrambled, not looted."
"Too bad."
"You sound... odd." Senka turned back to him and cocked her head to the side. "I was so eager earlier, I didn't even ask you how your search went."
"Similarly disappointing." Theo gestured toward the empty vault and his hand moved with more frustration than he'd intended. "Actually, maybe you could take a look? I feel like I'm missing something. Eratius always talked about being an important prince, but the records of him say he was a random commoner. I just... don't know what to think about it."
"Why not? We can visit the other caches later."
So Theo leapt to Rotorial again, this time taking Senka with him. The attendants at the hall of records gave him a strange look when he returned with a strange imp on his shoulder, but they didn't stand in his way when he requested the same record books. All three of them to hide his search, just in case, even though Theo was beginning to think there was nothing to find.
Senka didn't need to read the books for long before she shook her head. "It sounds like a pretty universal story to me. A kid goes somewhere new and reinvents themselves. Pretends they're the person they always wished they were. Do you have a good reason to believe otherwise?"
"I just suppose, after the trouble with Brigana and Esaire, I expected more." Theo shook his head as he stared down at the book. "It doesn't make sense..."
"Think about it logically. Vistgil led you here and guided your path, so he probably gave you your allies. Who better than a Noveni lying about his past to keep you insulated from the real Noven? Then afterward, he wanted to erase all traces of his manipulation. With your Deuxan friend, that required annihilating an entire family. But with a Noveni commoner, he didn't need to do anything."
"Maybe. But Brigana's family really was semi-important, so why would he let us meet?"
"Do you think he was micromanaging every single step along the way?" Senka shrugged and closed the book. "You said you had a third companion, right? I say before you get too concerned, look them up. I'm guessing that you'll find out they were someone else who Vistgil could control. Brigana might have been an exception, a relationship he didn't intend and had to clean up later."
That made more sense to Theo. He reluctantly returned the books to their places while looking over his shoulder at Senka. "Khaluu was from Aathal, so there's no way to investigate him for now. I can help you search more caches, if you want."
"I doubt they'll be much better, but I do want. Come on, that will be more fun than this stuffy place."
They left the hall of records, then the city. On his way out, Theo looked back over his shoulder one last time, almost wishing that people were coming after him.
Now that he'd had more time to reflect on it, he understood why he was so disturbed. Brigana's family being eradicated was tragic, but it suggested that Theo's life had been important, maybe even a threat to Vistgil. Finding out that his "greatest rival" had been a nobody mercenary suggested that his first life meant nothing. It was safer than a trap, but much grimmer.
As he touched his weirkey, Theo felt something he hadn't expected at all: anger. Not at Eratius due to his lies, but on his behalf. He'd just been a young soulcrafter who had wanted to be somebody and been killed because it was more convenient for Vistgil to eliminate all loose ends. It was more sad than anything.
When he could, Theo would investigate Khaluu to see if his last companion held any secrets. Maybe by that point, he would have enough power to really challenge Vistgil. Then he could kill him... not just for himself, but for Eratius and Brigana and everyone else he had sacrificed.




Chapter 28

"Okay, this one will actually be dangerous."
Theo and Senka had gone back to eat with the others and get a full night of sleep, plus Senka had spent a while running wildly into walls. Now that they were refreshed, he was ready to focus on soulcrafting and searching out materials with her. But when she began the conversation with such a serious phrase, it sounded like there was more at play.
"Is the next cache guarded?" he asked.
"Not a cache at all. This is something more serious... or maybe not." Senka floated out to the balcony and sat on the side railing, staring off into the mountains. "Before I was like this, I was a member of an organization. A major one, by which I mean one spanning multiple worlds. My memories of them are unusually scrambled. Suspiciously so. But I've been remembering very carefully about what I can't remember and I think I've come to some negative conclusions."
"So this is dangerous because of the organization?"
"And the region, but that's trivial. The real threat is that, assuming I have it figured out and that they're still there, that they'll attack us for some reason. These people were not weak, Theo. In fact, if you don't want to do this now..."
"Would a month or even a year make a difference?" Theo asked. He leaned against the railing so their heads weren't so far apart. "If this organization soulcrafted beyond Dominion, I'm not going to be catching up any time soon."
"Your best chance is probably your tunneling... have those portals been working?"
"Still mastering the process." Theo prepared his cantae, just in case. "Not sure how much that increases our survival odds if things go really wrong."
"Probably not much, but I wanted to give you a choice." Senka grinned over at him. "On the other hand, they might welcome me with open arms and give all of you magical rocks that instantly turn you into Strongholds!"
"I'm sure. Alright, let's try it."
This time Senka was much more cautious when she suggested the direction they should use for weirkey travel. Even before Theo had fully emerged, he could feel a difference. The very air felt charged with cantae, and the sky overhead was roiling.
The sky? Theo looked up at the twisting mass of clouds, then back down to the layer of puffy white clouds that had become almost natural to him. The layer below seemed much the same as anywhere on Noven, but the sky above looked like a thunderstorm about to break. It shouldn't have been possible for clouds to form so thick above the cloud layer, but he couldn't deny what he was seeing.
"There are two separate cloud layers here?" Theo asked. "What does that mean?"
"Oh yeah, greatstorms. I have a distinct memory of someone explaining the atmospheric science to me, but I wasn't really listening." Senka grabbed his shoulder and kicked his back. "Alright, that way! Only use a gravitational field, just in case people are monitoring."
Theo completely neutralized his gravity and then used the slightest boost of cantae to begin floating in the direction she pointed. Since she seemed so tense about it, he narrowed his gravitational field until it only affected him and the smallest possible area around him. Now they were flying as subtly as they could without Fiyu's stealth. He wondered why Senka hadn't asked Fiyu to come along and decided it was probably intentional.
For a while they traveled in silence, but Theo couldn't help but look up at the storm. Not only did the clouds twist violently, he occasionally saw flashes of blue lightning within them. "Is that storm safe?" he asked.
"Not at all. Not remotely. I've seen greatstorms kill Authorities in one bolt."
"In that case..."
Senka patted his head. "Authorities weaker than you. Don't worry, we won't be here long. I didn't direct us that far out, so we should be seeing our headquarters soon. Actually, I'm surprised we can't see it now."
With no idea what to expect, Theo just looked around the cloudscape and stretched his gravity senses as far as he could with good resolution. He didn't really feel much of anything with substantial mass ahead of them. Then again, Senka's former organization might be so far beyond him that he didn't have any chance of sensing them.
Gradually the clouds beneath began to thin and he could even see a point where they vanished in the distance. As they flew closer, and the empty space grew larger, he felt Senka's arms digging into his shoulder. Judging from the pressure, this was not what she had expected.
Finally the corpse of a mountain came into view. Theo could see the base of what must have been an enormous peak stretching across the earth because none of the clouds would get anywhere near it. He couldn't even see the opposite side, just the gentle curve of the clouds surrounding the remnants.
Because a perfect sphere had been torn from what should have been a mountain peak.
It was wrong to think of the mountain as having been decapitated - more like its entire torso had been ripped away, leaving the arms to crumble onto what remained. Senka shivered at the sight and Theo had to suppress a flinch. Not because he knew anything about the area, but because he recognized the devastation: a spatial knot had been formed here, erasing existence itself to annihilate whatever had once stood on the mountain.
"So... it's not supposed to look like that." Senka's attempt at humor fell completely flat and she sighed. "It wasn't our policy to wipe out old bases or even move. Everyone was too hidebound for that. So it was probably destroyed."
"And likely a long time ago," Theo pointed out, "if you look at the erosion."
"Techniques like this weren't beyond our power, but even our worst enemies... I don't know what to think... they might have gone out in a war, they might have destroyed themselves... I just don't know..."
"Oh sure, you get your past annihilated because it's important."
Senka stared at him, then snorted and whacked his head. "That's horrid of you and I love it."
"I wasn't sure if that was too far. Did you lose friends?"
"Nah, there's a good chance those fumpets betrayed me to whoever cursed me. I was with them because I needed an organization to gain power, not because we shared any ideals." She floated off his shoulder to get a better look. "There used to be a village of servants down at the bottom, but I don't see a single brick of it left. All the valuable materials would have been destroyed on the mountain and everything else probably decayed."
"So there's no reason to explore further?"
"The longer we stay, the more risk from the greatstorm. No, there's nothing here. Sorry I wasted your time on nothing."
"This isn't nothing." Theo reached for his weirkey, but he didn't use it just yet. "The fact that it was destroyed tells us something. This was the sort of organization that lasted for centuries and hosted many powerful soulcrafters, right?"
"I can't say we were the most powerful, but we were right near the top. The Nine Worlds can't support very many organizations with that much power."
"Other soulcrafters would probably have taken over or looted, but this total destruction seems like Vistgil. That tells us something useful."
"Assuming you're right." Senka folded her arms somberly. "I'm not sure I believe that, but it would make sense. I haven't seen any sign of our ancient rivals, so it seems like the most powerful organizations were systematically destroyed. That matches the fact that there aren't as many soulcrafters beyond Dominion as there used to be."
"Maybe because Vistgil doesn't want anyone who can challenge him."
"Maybe." Senka's body abruptly went limp and she flopped onto his shoulder. "Let's get out of here. I'll figure out my next cache some other time."
"Sure." He flew further away from the corpse of the mountain, just in case, and prepared his weirkey. "What was your organization called, by the way?"
"Does it matter anymore?"
~ ~ ~
Fiyu was not sure how she felt about weirkeys becoming common for them. It was one thing for her relative to be able to transport them between worlds, which he did only when necessary and prudent. Now Friend Theo and Betrayer Senka were constantly appearing and disappearing at random times. It was fortunate that the city defenses prevented them from entering the rooms directly, or they would likely be popping up directly beside her at all times of day.
But even she had to admit that their increased mobility allowed her to soulcraft more quickly. Between Friend Theo and Relative Guchiro, they were able to acquire almost anything she required. Only the most valuable of materials would be beyond reach, and by this point she had acquired her core materials and only secondary soulcrafting was necessary.
The ephemeralia she had received from Isorales was working well. She had suspended the glass orb in her soulhome by cooling sublime water from Ichil into ice. After some advice from her relative, she had succeeded in cooling the sphere as well without cracking the exterior. Once it had reached the temperature of the rest of her chamber, it resonated strongly.
Now what she needed, more than anything, was a way to train her incorporeality skill to refine the chamber. For the time being she focused on her soulhome, just in case she had no choice but to ascend. She didn't want to, but new dangers could emerge at any time.
While Fiyu was in the middle of work, she felt the familiar movements of Theo arriving. This time, however, he did more than greet her.
"Can we get your help?" he asked.
Fiyu left her soulhome to rise to her feet. "What is it?"
Betrayer Senka was the one who answered: "One of my caches is protected by a sort of... lock of darkness, you could say. It's too intricate for Theo's gravity sense and I'm useless, so you're our best chance."
"I will do what I can."
As they departed, however, Fiyu could not avoid analyzing Betrayer Senka further. Seeing her transition so much, Fiyu thought that she had pinpointed a number of differences between the false Senka and her real, if treacherous, self. Her strange body had no proper muscles, but it held itself in different positions. The false form moved much like a child, spine stretched and arms rotating wildly. Her real self slouched slightly, kept her arms restrained, and narrowed the material around her eyes.
Judging from her tests so far, Fiyu thought Betrayer Senka was not fully aware of her own tendencies. When she occasionally pretended to be foolish in order to bother Friend Theo, she might shift some of her patterns to mimic a child, but not all of them. If Fiyu was very observant, she would not be deceived.
They moved from Ugustial to a pleasantly dim region. Instead of pure darkness, the area beneath the clouds was lit in subdued blues and whites as the suns overhead were filtered out. All around them she could sense wispy plants, with cloud-like heads to absorb the faint light and thin flexible stems that swayed in the wind.
"This was an agricultural region," Betrayer Senka said, "but I had an old, old cache here. There's a chance that it got overlooked."
"I will try to help," Fiyu said.
Betrayer Senka led them to a shaft into the side of the mountains, one of many. Fiyu had been concerned that the location might have traps of extreme power, but it appeared normal enough. Instead of dangers, there were thin lines of sublime materials that seemed fragile and designed to break.
"This is as far as I got," Friend Theo said. "Senka says that if you break any of the lines or bring light into the shaft, the cache at the end will lock down. There's supposed to be a lever at the other end, but I couldn't risk getting there. I've been improving my tunneling technique, but it's disruptive to the environment..."
"Yes, I see the difficulty," Fiyu said. "It should not be a great problem, but please do not distract me."
She carefully began making her way through the shaft. Usually it was simply a matter of placing her feet carefully, but occasionally a thread of sublime materials hung like a spiderweb. There was no sign that anyone had broken any of the lines and the dust was heavy over the entire shaft, which boded well for the cache containing items of value.
As she moved, Fiyu's mind was free enough that she examined Friend Theo and Betrayer Senka again. She slouched against his leg, stiff body revealing exhaustion, and Friend Theo did not shift away. He seemed to trust her, which was entirely irrational.
Fiyu had read tragedies about incompatible networks of relatives. Through unusual circumstances, some more realistic and some wildly convoluted, well-meaning relatives who cared about one another ended up with incompatible circles of trust. The results varied, but always contained great heartbreak. She did not believe that the situation with Betrayer Senka was so dangerous yet, but she did not understand how Friend Theo could trust her.
Betrayer Senka had deceived all of them. Perhaps not maliciously, though she did contain great malice, but intentionally and at times for no reason. People who lied so habitually could not be truly trusted, not even if they meant well. Nothing that Betrayer Senka had done since then changed those fundamental facts.
Eventually Fiyu reached the end of the corridor and the lever that had been mentioned. When she pulled it, the lines of fragile materials began to recede into the floor... but the mechanism clashed and groaned to a halt. Fiyu was afraid that the entire mechanism would break until it finally went silent and was simply inoperative.
"That didn't sound good," Betrayer Senka said from the opposite side. "The entrance is right beside you, can you just look?"
"Yes, I can." Fiyu entered through the door that had been partially opened by the lever. It required strength that would have been more appropriate to Friend Nauda, but Fiyu was able to twist her way through. On the other side, her senses quickly revealed a mostly empty room. "I am sorry, but there is little here. Rotted remains of what may have been blankets, perhaps some bones from food..."
"Don't be sorry, that's what we've usually found. Next I'm going to need you to look beneath the floor."
"It is solid," Fiyu said. She checked again and confirmed her previous conclusion of a solid stone floor.
"It might feel that way to you, but I had a secret compartment." Betrayer Senka took a deep breath and shook her head violently. "Okay. Start in the southwestern corner, then look eleven tiles north and... I think five tiles east. Apply cantae to that tile and only that tile."
Even though there were no visible mechanisms that could have any effect, Fiyu obeyed the instructions. When she extended a line of cantae, she was surprised to find that the tile sucked it up. Part of the floor shifted and suddenly a new mechanism appeared in her senses where there had formerly been nothing but  stone. Fiyu let out a gasp as she realized her senses had been tricked.
"That sounds good!" Betrayer Senka called. "Do you see anything inside? I hoped they missed it."
"I am not sure," Fiyu answered. Once she gathered herself, her senses worked normally again. "It appears that the opening is partially broken and did not fully open."
"Well, that's to be expected, the thing is ancient. Don't worry, I didn't leave any traps in there. I'm just hoping that I did leave something worthwhile."
Fiyu knelt and pushed open the floor panels, revealing a cubical space. It contained a quantity of sublime stone and sublime wood of shocking potency. When Fiyu began to tell her allies what she had found, however, Betrayer Senka interrupted her.
"Those are just ordinary materials." Betrayer Senka had perked up and shifted her weight, as if eager to move down the corridor. "They're sublime materials beyond Dominion, but they're just for repair work. Cabinets, walls, that sort of thing. Is there anything underneath?"
"Yes, I believe so. There are several gemstones..." Fiyu picked them up and noted that they were powerful and strongly attuned to different elements. Sadly, none were dedicated to darkness. She was about to explain the set when she saw something else beneath a plank of wood and took a deep breath.
A cube that appeared to be made of living flesh throbbed with a strange power. When she moved her hand near it, lines of muscle extruded from the cube toward her. Fiyu immediately pulled her hand back. The cube extended several lines of muscle, turning only at right angles, and then retreated back into itself. When Fiyu described it, Betrayer Senka let out a cheerful cry.
"Oh, that's my fleshnexus! Very rare, but I found it too late to include in my soulhome."
"Is it suitable for an Authority?" Friend Theo asked. Down the corridor, Betrayer Senka elbowed his leg.
"Yeah, alright, this can be your payment for helping. But it's better suited for a Corporeal Floor than anything, so I don't know how it fits into your blueprint."
"Well, I'll figure out something."
"There is little else remaining." Fiyu picked up one of the small crystalline densities from the ground and confirmed her suspicions. "It seems that some craftgems were spilled across the floor."
"The thieves probably dropped them on their way out and didn't care enough to pick them up. They get less useful the further you get past Authority."
"Let's take them anyway," Friend Theo said. Even from across the corridor, he used one of his fields to lift the craftgems into the air. This saved Fiyu the trouble of scrabbling for them, instead letting her sweep them up into a bag. The number was not inconsiderable, plus the fleshnexus and the other materials were quite powerful, so Fiyu again wondered just who Betrayer Senka had been.
With everything taken, Fiyu made her way carefully down the corridor. The last question remained with her long after they had returned.




Chapter 29

After multiple wasteland caches, Theo was surprised when Senka led him to a city. It was a heavily fortified cube built into the side of a mountain, more characteristic of Arbai or Fithe than Noven. Other than the heavy use of metal in the fortifications, he wouldn't have been able to tell. Every time he thought he had a solid handle on the Nine Worlds, they revealed some new facet.
"You need to memorize the exact numbers," Senka said as they flew in. "Messing up even once will bring us attention we don't want."
"If it's that serious, why don't you handle it?"
"An Authority knowing the bank code is no surprise, but whatever I am now? More of that attention, which again, we don't want."
"If you insist." Theo thought he'd memorized the numbers well enough, but he wasn't sure about engaging in negotiations in a culture about which he knew almost nothing.
Allegedly the Great Bank of Avn Kovor was a straightforward organization that served high tier soulcrafters of all types. According to Senka, they asked no questions and were accountable to no greater powers. The fact that they seemed to have survived for so long did speak well of their institutions. Their city itself was too much of a grim fortress for his taste.
Flying was forbidden in certain areas, so they needed to walk the rest of the way to the bank. While they walked through the blank streets, Senka examined the inhabitants curiously.
"There used to be a lot of Deuxans living here," she said. "I don't see many these days."
"Would they be thrown out?"
"It's not likely. There was a gate to Deuxan that must have been destroyed. Sometimes that happens, and even if people try to maintain connections via weirkeys, it never lasts."
"Speaking of that, do you know how gates are created?"
"It's an advanced technique... but my memories are fuzzy and I don't think they'll get clearer. That's soulcrafting knowledge that could actually have benefited me."
He wanted to ask more about the Deuxan community left behind, but at that point they finally came within sight of the Great Bank of Avn Kovor from the ground. It was a remarkably standard building by Noveni standards, just a dull metal block. What struck him most was that it was business-like. No ornaments or balconies, not in any of the styles he'd seen across a dozen cultures while traveling. Not even any ostentatious doors: just a practical entrance with utilitarian handles.
Inside, he was certain of subtle wealth from the very first step. It was more than the plush carpets and understated walls, it was the sublime materials underneath his feet. Not only was the entire building reinforced, there was some kind of spatial barrier that could likely be used to expel him.
"Do you have an account?" The Noveni who spoke to him appeared to be a normal official in a bank uniform, but remarkably the man was an Authority.
"I do." Theo rattled off the bank codes as if he'd done this before and wasn't an outsider. The official didn't so much as blink.
"Very good, sir. This way."
They were taken to a small room with even more security around it. Several officials set down a cup of tea and a plate with small pyramid-shaped pastries, then asked him to wait. Theo settled into the drab but extremely comfortable chair when Senka spoke up again.
"Oh, don't eat anything they give you. They poison things here."
"They what?"
"It's a weird cultural thing." She shrugged. "Something about not trying to poison someone being a gesture of disrespect. Anyway, the fact that they just handed you a poisoned drink is a sign of how classy this place is."
Theo stared at Senka, trying to figure out if she was joking. That seemed the most likely explanation, but she looked deadly serious. Before he could test the matter further, the official entered the room carrying a dull metal cube. He set it down on the table and then touched a long series of points on one side. Carefully remembering the opposite key he'd been taught, Theo entered his own code and was relieved when the cube cracked slightly down the center.
"Close the vault when you are done, sir, and it will be firmly locked." The official gave him a deep bow and then vanished from the room.
"Alright, let's get it over with." Senka gripped the slight crack in the top of the cube, threw it open, and then sighed.
"Nothing?" Theo leaned over to look and saw that the cube was mostly empty. There was a small glint at the bottom, however, and when he picked it up he discovered that it was a pale white key. "A weirkey?"
"Just to Noven, which means it was left practically as an insult." Senka emitted a growling sound that shouldn't have been possible for such a little body. "The number of people who had access to this vault was very small. The fact that they stole my things must mean they thought I was dead or at least taken out of the picture."
"Does the bank keep records of who took what?"
"No, it's all absolutely anonymous. But if it's not in use now, the others must be gone. They can't have died or left more than a century ago or the vault would have been closed. They weren't a part of my organization... but they also weren't people who would surprise me if they got themselves killed, if you get my drift."
"Still, this one wasn't a total loss." Theo pocketed the weirkey with a smile. "I won't have to share with Guchiro anymore."
"Sure, sure, weirkeys all around." Senka grabbed his coat to pull him from the bank. "At the rate we're finding out institutions are destroyed, we're going to need a lot more than that."
~ ~ ~
Theo was popping in and out at all times these days, so Nauda had needed to lie in wait to catch him. That wasn't too much of an imposition, since she had plenty of soulcrafting of her own to do. When he finally landed on their balcony and began making plans for another journey, she intercepted him and touched his shoulder.
"Theo, it's almost time for the next Wakespire." She made sure to get him to actually meet her gaze so he didn't stay in his overly focused mode. "There are some things we need to talk about."
"Are they moving the date up?" he asked.
"Nothing like that, but tensions are rising between the Dortorus and Terefilia teams. I think maybe you should stay, and apparently Isorales really wants to talk to us."
"We could still..." Theo paused and then sighed. "No, you're right. You can take a break for now, Senka."
"I don't mind." She jumped off his shoulder and flopped down onto the table in the center of the room. "It's not like we've been finding great treasures. I'll think hard about any remaining caches and we can take care of them later."
"Great. So where are we headed, Nauda?"
As it happened, they didn't end up needing to go anywhere. After Nauda told Isorales that they had all returned, he came to meet them directly. Not just himself, but at the head of a whole group of Jadadictus soulcrafters. They were mostly Archcrafter guards, who didn't seem so menacing given the current stakes of the Wakespire. Given that all his Ruler allies were injured except for the gruff bearded man who had fought along with them on the mountain, perhaps they were running out.
They met in the first room of the chambers they had been given, just the three of them. Guchiro was actually in the next room obscured by darkness, no doubt listening in. But for now, this was supposed to be a discussion between their teams.
"I wanted to discuss an alliance." For once Isorales didn't hem and haw around the subject, he just started with business. He didn't look injured from the battle, either. "Not like the previous round, something more serious."
"What changed?" Theo asked. Even though Nauda was more positively inclined toward Isorales than Theo was, she thought it was a good question.
"Two things. First, my lineage's goals have changed. My parents and grandfather believe that no one else is likely to ascend to Authority, so they want to win more rounds for the prestige of it. Second, attrition has taken its toll." Raising his slender fingers confidently, Isorales almost looked like a different man. "It would be difficult for us to raise a single competitive team, much less multiple."
If this group was the best they could assemble to help guard their new Authority, Nauda believed him. When she looked over the soulcrafters, she saw a mix of fear and anger. It seemed like Theo was about to press Isorales harder, but Nauda thought that a gentler approach would be best, so she spoke up first.
"Last round we forfeited our progress for you," she said. "But we actually want to win this time, because this part of the sublime legacy is essential for my soulhome. If you want us to give that up, you'll need to offer something remarkable."
"I can do better than that. What I propose is to combine our members to create one team with a better chance of victory than either separate group. If we do, you'll receive all the rewards we win... so long as the combined team is under the Jadadictus name."
The way he spoke, he seemed to think that was a major compromise. Judging from what she'd overheard in the training hall, Nauda suspected that it would be a sticking point for most Noveni. But for them, it meant almost nothing and she just hoped they didn't give away that they didn't care about the concession. Fiyu was listening with absolutely no expression on her face, while Theo briefly met her gaze with mild amusement.
"We might be willing to accept your terms," he said, "but we need to ensure the sacrifice will be worth it."
Isorales shook his head. "I wish I could offer you more, but I don't have the full confidence of the lineage. I don't have much to negotiate with. All I can offer you is my word that we'll all be grateful to you if you can help our lineage win."
"The team can be in your name, but we want control of the strategy. And the team members."
"I wanted to discuss that anyway." Isorales smiled around the group. "What if I joined you in the place of the fourth member you've always had forfeit immediately? That would be quite a strong team, I think."
"Ridiculous!" The bearded Jadadictus surged forward as if he couldn't contain himself any longer. He didn't grab Isorales, but his hand slammed down on the table as if he wished he could. "I can understand the Authority, my prince, but will you really do this? It will barely be a Jadadictus team at all!"
"Jarikius, calm yourself. The Dortorus teams are already accusing us of collaborating, so what difference will it make? Besides... who else would you put on the team? You, Jarikius? Which one of them would you replace?"
The large man's eyes shifted around the table. He didn't stay on Fiyu for long, which was no surprise. Nauda did her best to look confident when he looked toward her, because she expected that would be the real argument. To her surprise, Jarikius lowered his gaze.
"Joining with the foreigners would be the best possible team," he said, much more quietly.
"Thank you. This is for the sake of the lineage, after all." Isorales smiled at his guard, then turned back to them. "And thanks to all of you as well. I truly hope that this will benefit all of us. This is the penultimate round, after all, and the other lineages appear to be taking it quite seriously. We'll need an optimized group if we want to win."
Isorales remained a while longer and discussed various details with them, from changing their registration to their strategy in the Wakespire itself. Once the business was done, he seemed more anxious, which was more like his old self. He clearly wanted to stay longer, but his guards were encouraging him to return and Fiyu was getting antsy with all the company.
As they all filed out, Nauda thought about what that meant for them. This would be the first time they would enter the Wakespire with a full team, so that should have been encouraging. It was a very non-Tatian feeling, but she felt a little pride that she had been chosen. Maybe she wasn't so far behind other Rulers anymore, even if she hadn't fully recovered from the destruction of her soulhome.
Before they split entirely, Nauda caught Theo by the arm and drew him aside. "Are you going to try to squeeze in more trips across Noven?"
"I was thinking about it, but I guess not." He gripped her arm in response and smiled. "There will be plenty of time for everything else later. Let's win this."




Chapter 30

As the teams gathered in front of the entrance portals, Theo found himself actually analyzing all the competitors. Even though the Wakespire wasn't truly important in the grand scheme of things, he was going to have fun. And it would earn them some valuable sublime materials, so he didn't even feel guilty.
There were far fewer teams than the first round they'd entered. He spotted the combined Terefilia team and nodded to them. The dark-winged group didn't look particularly sociable, but they did nod back. As non-Dortorus teams, they had at least something in common. It was odd to note that none of the Dortorus teams were present. He doubted they had dropped out, so most likely they were intentionally entering late as part of a strategy.
More of the other groups, those he didn't know, seemed highly prepared. Many wore specific armaments or tested techniques that seemed designed solely for the Wakespire. Or perhaps not; he didn't want to assume they weren't building useful techniques they could use in the long term.
He couldn't help but analyze what it would be like to actually fight them, though. A few he thought were professional competitors, earning a living in artificial challenges instead of real combat. Others had been given sublime materials from adolescence and guided to Ruler or Authority by their lineages. But there were a few grim veterans or real talents among them as well.
"This time you'll see!" The angry voice took him off guard and Theo turned to see a man he only vaguely recognized. "I'll be on your heels the entire time, trust me. I'll repay every humiliation you heaped upon me!"
It took that reminder for Theo to place the man: he'd been the false Gatrium Authority who they'd defeated in the first round. The man wasn't wearing a mask anymore and looked like he was truly an Authority. He was putting his soulhome on display, but it wasn't impressive. His cantae was only partially liquid, more misty wind than water, as if he'd used some method to cheat his way through the ascension.
"Sorry about that, but we had to fight you seriously to have a chance at winning. Do you want your mask back?" Instead of scorning the man, Theo smiled broadly and bowed to him. "Congratulations on reaching Authority, by the way."
"I... I have no need for such toys anymore." The Gatrium Authority looked as though he hadn't expected that reaction and stared at him. "But I'll still avenge my loss, if we ever end up in the same room."
"If it's a fair fight you want, we're available any time."
"Then you'd better be ready."
Theo kept his smile plastered on his face as the other man stomped off. He could have humiliated the new Authority, but there was nothing to be gained by that. Let the man keep some dignity. Maybe this way there would be one fewer group throwing curses in their direction, or maybe he could even avoid another vendetta.
He still hadn't seen any Dortorus teams and the princes were about to open the portals. They gave another speech to announce the beginning, but Theo wasn't really listening. Instead he looked over his teammates and thought about all the strategies they'd prepared. Nauda was more optimistic about Isorales than Theo was, but his presence didn't cost them anything.
"Begin!"
The very instant the Wakespire started, Theo wrapped his cantae around the group and flew them directly into the portal. This time, they were holding nothing back.
By chance, the first chamber was just like their original attempt: the second stage demons. With four fully trained soulcrafters, there was no reason to apply longer strategies. All four of them leapt forward immediately: Fiyu cut through her demon's neck, Nauda crushed one's skull, and even Isorales didn't do too badly slicing through them with his floating rings. They were across the chamber and into the next portal with barely any time lost fighting.
The second chamber was the spiral room. Already? There had been no time to pull ahead of the other teams, so there were other groups already climbing their own stairs. Everyone on Theo's team had started running automatically, but this surprise arrival had ruined their strategy.
"Theo?" Nauda ran at his side with a nervous glance. In seconds they'd be unprotected by the glass and would be taking fire from the other teams.
"No offense or defense," Theo told the group. "Just run."
Thankfully they trusted him enough to listen. As expected, when they sprinted ahead of the other teams, they immediately drew everyone's attention. But as cantae bolts flew in their direction, Theo cast the most powerful point of anti-mass he could. It hovered at the end of his finger, generating an unnatural effect that pushed everything away from itself.
Dozens of cantae bolts flew toward them, but they all arced to the sides. Some of the teams thought he was using a simple shield and kept attacking, hurling more and more. As the rain intensified, Theo could actually see the edges of his anti-mass as the cantae arced away from them. The sphere would have shrunk over time, because his power couldn't redirect cantae forever, but the attacks felt surprisingly light. It more than lasted until they reached the next portal.
He stumbled into the next room, which was one of the offices. That was good... until he saw that Fiyu was the only one with him.
"They sent us both past the room of darkness," she confirmed sadly. "I hope the others are alright."
"They broke their word about other abilities being permitted and didn't even tell us they'd changed the rules, but I guess I shouldn't be surprised." Theo scowled toward the young woman at the desk. "Can we make our decision now?"
"Uh, I don't think so." She shrugged awkwardly. "Blocking people from rooms is new, but I don't think you're really here until your entire team arrives."
Fortunately, it didn't take long. He had discussed this possibility with Nauda, just in case. She and Isorales burst through the portal, surrounded by cantae auras. They both looked a little worse for the wear, but it seemed like they'd been able to fly through with brute force.
Fiyu turned to check on them, saying something about how they'd done a good job, but Theo marched to the woman running the desk. "Blessing or curse?"
"Curse."
"Then... the highest Dortorus team." Even though they hadn't been present at the starting time, there were three Dortorus lights on the tower now. More concerningly, one of them had progressed just as far as his team. How were they catching up already?
It didn't matter. No matter what the other teams were doing, the best strategy was to keep moving forward. Since there was no avoiding being the topmost team if they wanted to win, there was no reason to wait. Theo didn't even need to urge the others on, they were already running into the next portal.
As he'd expected, this one was the first cantae puzzle. It had a slightly different layout, but these challenges were trivial. To avoid any time wasted working against one another, Theo took the lead while Fiyu moved the switches near the corners. Nauda and Isorales just walked to the portal so they'd be ready the instant the puzzle was complete.
Five rooms down, with opponents on their tail and many more to go. The real Wakespire had begun.




Chapter 31

Isorales was an Authority now, so the early challenges should have been nothing to him. Yet he found that he struggled to keep up. Not because of the pace itself, aggressive as that was, but because it was so radically different from his previous three attempts.
Currently he was watching the others grab the colored spheres and deliver them to their places, occasionally helping but mostly just trying to keep his jaw from going slack. Isorales had entered this chamber three times before along with his close allies, all of them capable of flying. And these foreigners were flying circles around him as they demolished the room.
Even with his ability to fly perfected, Isorales struggled to keep up. The strange lack of weight Theo could produce seemed insane, though Nauda and Fiyu had clearly adapted to it. He was forced to just control his own movement with cantae in order to keep from bouncing around the room.
With the falling sphere challenge finished in record time, they moved on to a circular chamber and Isorales immediately winced. The golem.
Every prior round, this was the room where he'd lost someone. They'd already been worn down from injuries in the darkness, so an opponent who could ignore many of their attacks and reach so much of the chamber was daunting. It was already unfolding as they entered, revealing those long arms and blades from within its torso.
"Another team has applied a curse," one of the officials informed them. "The golem's strength has been increased."
Isorales groaned as he watched new power flow through the chamber and reinforce the golem. He had been hoping that one of his newly empowered techniques could blow through its armor, but now it was using Authority-tier cantae. This was likely to be the first failure point and he regretted that he hadn't spent more time discussing strategy with his new allies.
Before it could fully unfold, Nauda leapt in, pinning one of its arms against its torso. The other blade swung around to impale her and Isorales realized too late that he was hesitating instead of acting. But Fiyu, the shy little eyeless one, jumped in immediately. He'd seen her mostly rely on invisibility, yet she charged to cut the golem in the elbow, slicing off its arm. Nauda hadn't even flinched, instead using her position to wrestle the golem downward.
Theo appeared beside them the next moment and delivered some kind of modified cantae bolt to the weak point. The entire torso blew apart as if a strange force had grabbed hold and twisted. All three of them walked over the falling golem before it even settled.
"Sorry about leaving you out," Nauda said as they went to the next portal. "We'd just been developing a plan for the three of us."
"No, that's... completely alright." Isorales swallowed and retracted his rings just a little.
When they entered the crushing labyrinth, Isorales couldn't help but swallow again. This challenge had eliminated him in the very first round, when he froze too long between blocks. Even afterward, it was so resistant to damage that he had never gotten through without sacrificing one of his teammates. He turned toward the others, assuming that they had to have some solution.
Instead, he saw that Theo was standing very still, focused on the other side. He'd proven smart enough that Isorales assumed he knew that the pattern had no easy pathway through. As the tension rose Isorales wanted to ask what they'd do, but Fiyu spoke up first.
"Can you see the other side, Theo?"
"I have it, I'm just waiting..." He was silent a moment longer, then another voice entered the conversation.
"Another team has applied a curse," an official said. Isorales thought he recognized the voice as a distant uncle, not that it helped them. The crushing labyrinth reinforced itself and began moving even faster, yet Theo only grinned.
He raised a hand beside him and somehow... opened a window in the air. When Isorales looked through, he saw the wall and floor on the opposite side of the blocks. Somehow the two points in space had been linked together? It reminded him of weirkey travel, yet playing out wholly within a world.
"Alright, it's stable. Just like we practiced." Theo stepped through the portal, and though Isorales could see him clearly through the hole, he was standing on the opposite side of the room. Nauda and Fiyu followed, so Isorales couldn't let himself be left behind and followed them into the strange technique.
It felt like nothing. Just taking a step like any other. Yet he found himself on the opposite side of the labyrinth, completely unharmed. The others seemed a little relieved as well, which was small comfort.
"You enjoyed waiting for that curse, didn't you?" Nauda asked Theo.
"A little bit." He smiled thinly and spoke more to the ceiling than Nauda. "The judges thought I couldn't participate in the dark room either, just because I learned a new skill. I wonder if by the end they won't let me do any part of the Wakespire?"
Through the next portal, they faced a blessing room. According to the model spire, one of the Dortorus teams was still in hot pursuit just behind them. That, combined with how ineffectual he had been, nearly made Isorales clam up. But he saw that the others were hesitating as they realized they needed to make a choice, so he forced himself to speak up.
"We should bless Ugustial Beta," he said, poking at one of the lowest points of light.
Theo's gaze shot to him immediately. "Why?"
"They're a community team that just wants lesser materials from the legacy. I made a deal that I would bless them if they returned the favor. No one else would pick them, so-"
"Good enough." Theo seemed to have already forgotten about the issue and marched past the desk. The official looked between them, as if uncertain what their answer was. All Isorales could do was shrug at her, gesture at the spire again, and hurry after the others.
When they entered the next room, he breathed a sigh of relief. It was the mountaintop range again, the one place where he had been certain he could help his foreign allies. Another curse was announced, increasing the number of targets and the distance. That shouldn't stop him.
"You can handle this, right?" Nauda asked. Isorales managed to grin at her.
"Absolutely. Just a second." He raised one of his rings and aimed precisely at the target before firing a cantae bolt through it. His blueprint didn't have space for any special bolts, but his ring armaments could enhance his cantae. The shot transformed from a blob of power to an arrow of light that streaked over the sky to destroy the first target.
It had been easy at Ruler, so it was effortless at Authority. Isorales had already been moving his other rings into place, so all he needed to do was pivot in place and release more bolts. He picked off all the targets, one after another, and ended with firing a bolt from both hands at once. Immediately after he felt awkward, like he had been showing off in front of other children, and looked up at his team.
"Thank you," Fiyu said, "this room has always been draining for us."
Nauda was smiling too, but she was also urging him on. Theo was already marching toward the next portal. Isorales sighed and accepted that was how things would go with them. None of the others had been complimented for playing their part, so he needed to do what his parents always shouted at him and grow up.
The next challenge they faced was the more advanced cantae puzzle. Isorales immediately hesitated, remembering all the time lost in past rounds. The blueprint and flow had been different each time, and far more challenging than it appeared. His guards, who were strong and capable soulcrafters, had actually struggled to solve it at all. He had needed to control his anxiety and solve it himself.
In theory he could resolve the logical problems with the complex blueprint, but it took him some time. His new teammates didn't hesitate in the slightest. Fiyu and Nauda tackled efficiency-damaging tangles while Theo unraveled the broader puzzle. How could he solve it so fast? Isorales had been wildly hailed as a genius as a child and could follow the steps, but he always struggled at the beginning of a problem. Theo was working as if he'd already solved the puzzle before.
After so many rapid completions, they had to be at least some distance ahead of other teams. But when their group walked into the next chamber, they all froze. Instead of a cube or familiar structure, they stood in another tower. There were wooden walkways around this one, spiraling similar to the glass tubes but with no protection whatsoever.
"You seen this one before?" Theo asked. Judging from his pause, he definitely hadn't.
"They aren't supposed to add new rooms except beyond twenty," Isorales said, "so this must be a higher challenge that randomly appeared lower."
"We'll assume it's another competition room, but advance slowly. Fiyu, go ahead."
Fiyu extended her stealth technique around them and Isorales shivered as the world outside rippled. Unless the sphere included defensive abilities, Theo must be presuming that the room contained sight-based traps. Isorales thought that was an unlikely possibility, but couldn't bring himself to say anything.
"What were you saying about twenty rooms?" Nauda asked. She spoke quietly, but not as if concerned her words would escape the sphere.
"There are twenty established challenges in the Wakespire," Isorales explained. "Most of the time, no teams make it that far. But if they do, the judges have created some original chambers. They don't want the contest to go on forever."
While they spoke, the team had made its way up to the top of the stairs. There appeared to be a portal in the ceiling, but Theo raised a hand for them to halt. Again, a strange decision. The Dortorus Gamma team had been advancing at a blistering pace, so they couldn't be far behind. These rickety walkways were a terrible place to fight, so waiting must fulfill a different goal.
"Sorry we never got a chance to explain the new strategy," Nauda said. "Can you use that beam with all three rings here? As soon as they-"
Before she could finish, another team emerged on the parallel walkway. Isorales only caught a glimpse of Dortorus Authorities before they were enveloped in a storm of bright bolts from Fiyu. One of them started to raise a shield, only to be grabbed by Nauda's binding technique and pushed into the others. Finally Theo used another of his strange twisting bolts to destroy the stairs beneath their feet.
There was no time to arrange a full beam, but Isorales moved rings in front of his hands and added his own cantae arrows to the barrage. The enemy team clearly took a beating before they began summoning auras, burning large amounts of cantae to shield them from future attacks.
"Good enough!" Theo stopped using his techniques and gestured upward. The others immediately followed him and they all ran the remaining distance to the portal.
Behind them, the Dortorus team survived, but they had been bloodied. Thinking about the ruthlessness of the surprise attack, Isorales was more worried about the people in front of him than behind.




Chapter 32

Though her companions' performance had been admirable, Fiyu was concerned about the enemy. At every point so far, they had been keeping pace. She had anticipated that other teams would adapt to the Wakespire as well, but didn't like having them at her heels.
After their ambush in the previous chamber, she should have felt somewhat more secure. They had struck a blow against their opponents while taking no injuries themselves, after all. But her senses had observed a different set of wings than the usual, and there had been too many Authorities. Because the Dortorus lineage could not have ascended so many soulcrafters, it seemed likely that they had grouped all their Authorities into one team. They had abandoned the strategy of advancing three teams: instead the weaker two would feed blessings to advance their leaders.
She had been somewhat alarmed by the appearance of a brand new room, so seeing the wall of targets next was soothing. This was one chamber they had discussed directly with Isorales and they had determined that he didn't have any more efficient way of destroying all the targets. So Fiyu simply used her lightstorm and tried to use her improving control to waste as little cantae as possible.
When they entered a tower filled with dangerous objects, Fiyu was able to relax somewhat. Friend Theo had described this room to them because he had failed in it during their first attempt. It might have been a challenge to climb the walls earlier, but now their group had two Authorities.
"Fiyu and I will go first," Friend Theo said, even as his cantae flowed underneath her feet to lift her into the air. "If you stay behind us, our path through should work."
They rose into the air toward the first obstacles, which were a layer of spinning blades. Not truly much of an obstacle for them. Fiyu remained alert in case there was anything Friend Theo missed, but his new sense was sufficient for large objects. She also tracked the other two behind them to be sure they were unharmed.
Lacking Friend Theo's dexterity with cantae, Acquaintance Isorales had wrapped his arms around Friend Nauda and lifted her into the air. This was practical and Fiyu did not like it. Friend Nauda was somewhat stiffer than normal, but not as stiff as Fiyu would have been in her position.
Distracted by such things, Fiyu noticed the wires somewhat belatedly. "Ah, Theo..."
She gestured to them just in time and Friend Theo rapidly threw them to the side to avoid one of the razor wires strung across the room. Nearly invisible and much too small for Friend Theo's senses. At least his gravity senses: they glistened in the light enough to be visible to a cautious person. Now that he was tracking them, Friend Theo was able to fly the remaining distance through the maze of wires and to the portal at the top.
The portal spat them out from the floor of another office room, though it contained a new Noveni official. Fiyu believed that she recognized this one from their first attempt. Every Noveni had slightly different wing patterns that could be felt even when their wings were folded. She had been refining her system and now hoped to be able to identify all of them without error.
"Welcome to the next Room of Blessing," the official said once Friend Nauda and Acquaintance Isorales emerged. "Who will you choose this time?"
Clearly the others were much more interested in the spire that showed the progress of all teams. Fiyu joined them and immediately identified the light that represented the team of Dortorus Authorities. They were a full floor behind, but for how long? Most of the other teams were much further back except the dark Terefilia light.
"Does it matter?" Theo asked. "Your Ugustial team hasn't reciprocated yet."
"They may be held back, or they got a curse room early..." Acquaintance Isorales shifted awkwardly and lowered his wings.
"It's possible they won't even get to the next room. We already helped them once, let's choose someone else."
"The Terefilia lineage helped us before," Friend Nauda pointed out. "They may not be friendly, but we want them hating Dortorus more than us."
"Good enough. Let's go."
Fiyu took a deep breath and regained her focus before they entered the next room, as it could contain anything. And yet, to her surprise, it was the dueling chamber. She remembered it clearly from when they had fought the Gatrium man. Yet it seemed unlikely that anyone would be joining them soon.
"Corrupt all the way through..." Friend Theo muttered under his breath for a while before turning to address everyone. "Alright, it seems they're going to make us wait to fight someone. Catch your breath and recover so we can at least start at our best."
Friend Nauda sat down and began eating one of her honey cakes, which seemed to help her recover more quickly from the injuries she had carried ever since the dark room. Acquaintance Isorales sat on the opposite side of the room and started meditating. It might not restore his cantae, but perhaps it would calm his mind so that he would be more helpful to them.
Meanwhile, Fiyu was too restless to sit. She went to stand where Friend Theo was leaning. "You believe that the judges have manipulated the order against us?"
"I don't know for sure," he said, "but it's not fair that they make us lose our lead just so we have someone to fight."
"I believe that they only award points for being the first to enter, not for time. If we are victorious, there will be no difference."
"Not to the other teams catching up to us. It's still twisting the nature of the whole Wakespire."
"They have assembled all their Authorities." Fiyu automatically expanded her senses as if she could feel them, but the spatial distortion prevented her. "Do you believe your plan will still work?"
"The fundamental technique isn't any different. It might be a little harder to get them in place, but it will still work." Friend Theo shifted his eyes back the way he did when he was annoyed. "Not that speed matters, given how they're slowing us down. Anyway, start with the plan, and if it doesn't work, we'll just have to fight as well as we can."
This was reasonable. Fiyu considered going to talk to Friend Nauda, but her emotions were too uncertain. In the middle of such a challenge was the worst possible time to consider such things, so Fiyu suppressed that part of herself. The battle to come might be very dangerous, especially if it included Adversary Cannium. There had not been enough time to determine all the wing patterns...
Soon enough the Dortorus team arrived through their own portal. Four Authorities, including Adversary Cannium and his blaring light. They had surprisingly few injuries, despite having taken the full force of their ambush. At a glance she thought that their soulhomes had been substantially depleted, however.
"You put together your best." It wasn't Adversary Cannium who spoke, instead one of the women carrying a sword. "I think our best is a little better. No running away this time."
"Why would we run away?" Theo grinned mockingly at them and walked out to the center of the room. "Let's see how you do when you're not just picking on Rulers."
Four Authorities should have been an impossible fight, particularly under such tight constraints. But her companions looked determined, and even Acquaintance Isorales held himself firmly when he rose to join them. The two groups faced off and the battle could begin at any moment, perhaps to their disadvantage.
So Fiyu acted first, taking several steps forward before cloaking herself. The Dortorus team panicked when they saw her disappear and began reacting violently: shields raised, weapons out, cantae bolts through the space where she had been. In fact Fiyu simply ran to the side. Her role was to make them fearful and cautious, which would buy Friend Theo more time.
Acquaintance Isorales did well at playing his role, as he assaulted the enemy with all three of his rings. They flew wildly, swooping at them from all sides and delaying a little longer.
That was when the Dortorus team noticed that Friend Theo was developing a singularity. They immediately recognized the threat and rushed at him, but they had failed to notice the wards. Friend Nauda had been walking from side to side as if looking for a weakness when she was in fact laying wards. The Authorities smashed into them, and though they soon began hacking through, it blunted their charge and gave Friend Nauda a chance to strike them.
The plan had been executed perfectly up to that point, then it all started going wrong. Acquaintance Isorales had been preparing to fire his beam technique, but one of the enemy got behind him with remarkable speed, stabbing her sword through his shoulder. Another Authority managed to grab Friend Nauda and hurled her to the ground.
Fiyu wanted desperately to help, but it was too early...
Then Friend Theo finally clapped his hands together and his singularity moved to the center of the room, within the Dortorus group. Several noticed and fled, but one was too slow. When the singularity got close to him and began draining away his cantae aura, he instantly disappeared. The others flinched in surprise, but it was too late.
Fiyu unleashed her lightstorm, Friend Nauda began using her binding technique, and even Acquaintance Isorales managed to grab the Authority who had impaled his shoulder and throw her. All for the purpose of getting them closer to the singularity. As soon as they came near, they vanished as the spire sensed the lethality and whisked them away.
Adversary Cannium roared and began extending light in all directions as he forced his way toward Fiyu. She attempted a lightstorm, but it scattered off his aura harmlessly. Only Friend Nauda's interference pulled him away, close enough that he popped out of existence.
"This is absurd." The leader had her sword dug into the stone of the floor and glowered at them. "This would never be enough to kill all of us, you're just manipulating the rules of the game."
"Right, because that's how you play." Friend Theo applied several more gravitational fields and she finally lost her grip, skidding back toward the singularity and disappearing. Her sword clattered to the floor.
When the black speck disappeared, the tension in the room drained away. They hadn't truly been able to fight four Authorities and even the brief fight had left them weakened and with several injuries. But they had completed the dueling chamber and eliminated their greatest rival without sustaining serious wounds.
"They're going to be angry about that," Acquaintance Isorales said.
"If we get the sublime legacy this round," Friend Theo said as he picked up the sword, "then it won't matter. The judges are adding more restrictions every round, so we need to try everything now."
Yes, they needed to win, for Friend Nauda's sake if nothing else. Fiyu gathered herself and joined the others as they approached the portal. Whatever they faced, she would give it her best.
But when she saw the sublime beast in the room ahead of them, already burning with new cantae, she faltered.




Chapter 33

"This is what we saved all that cantae for!" Nauda called out to the group. "Stick together and let's finish this quick!"
Nothing she said was particularly substantial, but she thought they needed it. Fiyu had flinched when they entered the room with the sublime beast and Isorales had been faltering for a while. In theory they could eliminate the sublime beast easily if they were all operating at their best, but it would be so easy for one of them to make an error and ruin everything.
Theo struck the first blow with a gravitational field: now that he was an Authority, sublime beasts couldn't so easily resist his cantae effects. The sphere of jaws and flame smashed into the ground heavily and should have been killed in that moment, but Isorales was slow in setting up his attack. The crystals in its hide began to glow and it shuddered upright while shooting beams of light in all directions.
Nauda tried to form a ward, but one of the beams blasted directly through. She shifted to her backup strategy of grabbing the cantae with a binding, which led to her being thrown around the room. Fortunately Isorales finally released his beam, knocking the sublime beast down. Nauda was able to get behind it and thrust her staff into its back. From that position, she was able to mostly bind it in place.
All of that was enough for Fiyu to get into place, but her strike wasn't enough. It severed one jaw, which opened up a mass of the beast's fiery core. That core was about to explode and it would catch Fiyu directly in the face...
The next thing she knew, Nauda had abandoned her position and leapt. She collided with Fiyu an instant before the raw flames struck her back.
Both of them were blown across the room and skidded over the stones. Nauda instinctively gripped Fiyu to shield her, but the blast had stopped. Fiyu was safe underneath her, but her expression was filled with consternation. Probably because any touch offended her so much, even to rescue her.
"Nauda... Nauda, we need to help the others fight..."
Behind them the sublime beast let out a roar of pain. Nauda rose in time to see it crash to the floor. The others had managed to kill it, but Isorales was nursing a horribly burned wing. Theo shot her a glance that made her angry before she realized that he was right.
He had been watching closely and would have used a gravitational field to move Fiyu out of the way of the sublime beast's attack. They hadn't discussed that specific scenario, but she should have predicted his action. Instead, Nauda had been so worried for Fiyu that she'd leapt before thinking. Now they were awkwardly getting to their feet and pretending that none of it happened.
Their group didn't make it through the next portal as quickly as before. Only the strangeness of the next room pushed aside Nauda's humiliation.
They stood on a small platform at one corner of a vast chamber, but it was almost entirely filled by tubes. Each was large enough for a person to walk inside, formed of dark blue glass and barely translucent. Several of the tubes had openings that met the starting platform, but they all snaked away into a maze that was impossible to decipher.
"I can barely see the exit over there." Isorales pointed into a dense tangle of tubes. "But I have no idea what path will get us there."
"If we have enough time," Nauda said, "we can try every path. Four tubes, four of us."
"We don't have time." Theo lifted them all with a gravitational field and she didn't understand until she looked below: water was filling the room. It had already nearly reached their platform and was beginning to spill into one of the tubes. Within minutes, the maze would be substantially filled, and it seemed like soon the entire maze would be underwater.
"Everyone please be quiet." Fiyu pulled her cloak tightly around herself and concentrated, no doubt trying to analyze the maze all at once. Finally she gave a very small nod, as if to herself. "This way. Please follow me."
Once Theo lowered them they ran down the tube, water already splashing at their ankles. Unlike the spiraling tower, there was no flat base, so Nauda's feet slipped on the curved floor. They raced through the glass maze, choosing between multiple corridors on several occasions. At one point their tube turned back down and there must have been another entrance for the water, because it was already partially flooded.
Theo levitated them above the water and Fiyu continued guiding them. It was all Nauda could do to keep up. She found herself staring at Fiyu's back and the way her braid twitched back and forth as she ran. Everything had started going wrong when Nauda had acted instead of thinking, because she'd been shoving down her emotions instead of confronting them...
When they hit the next portal, Nauda almost didn't realize it. Suddenly they were stumbling into another room and there wasn't water sloshing through her sandals any longer. She dropped to the ground and took a while to catch her breath and recover. With the chaos fading, she realized just how much her back hurt. Her defenses with the notemeralds were strong enough that the blast hadn't instantly sent her out of the spire, but it had burned deep.
"What even is this?" Theo asked. None of the others seemed collected enough to answer.
Looking around, Nauda observed that they had entered a somewhat larger room than average. The space was flat without any clear obstacles, just a number of stone obelisks with patterns carved in their faces. It felt like many of them contained different sorts of sublime materials too, but Nauda couldn't make out anything else.
"It looks like these are made to receive cantae, but I'm not sure about the effect. Nauda?" Theo glanced back toward her and she pulled herself forward.
The old Theo would definitely have scorned her for her errors. Now he seemed just as focused, but he simply wanted her help. She limped her way to his side by one of the obelisks and had to grip his shoulder to avoid falling.
"So the cantae enters some sort of armament inside the stone..." She placed her hand against the side and felt the thrumming of a working armament. "This one is oriented to fire... but the other side wants life cantae."
"Maybe we should test them? Start with the life side."
She nodded and experimentally pushed cantae into the carved surface. Almost immediately, a gout of flame shot out and covered her. Most others would have been incinerated, but Nauda only staggered back trying to beat off the flames. It hurt, but not nearly as much as the sublime beast's blast.
"You alright?" Theo glanced at her briefly, then as soon as he nodded, turned back to the obelisk. "This is diabolical. It looks like each obelisk has a clear key it needs to activate, but the inner workings are hard to interpret. I assume the room is filled with both traps and locks, but I don't understand how they fit together..."
"It's a puzzle." Isorales spoke up from his position leaning against one wall. "A classic style from a foreign land. They're designed to test your cantae interpretation. I used to do these for fun... but they were never this big... or this dangerous."
"This room was probably designed to stop us." It seemed like Theo was excited for the challenge and began examining all the obelisks.
For her part, Nauda just leaned on her staff to avoid collapsing. Maybe he was interested in the room, but she didn't think she had it in her. If it had been another physical challenge, she would have recovered enough to face it. Her mind wasn't recovering at all from its fractured confusion, so the mental challenge was beyond her.
It looked like the others had worn down as well. Fiyu sat huddled and pretending to be stronger than she actually was. Isorales was still nursing his burned wing and it looked like he'd lost his nerve. They were likely still in the lead, but the attrition was getting to them.
"The Ugustial Beta team has applied a blessing," a voice said. "This room's difficulty will be decreased."
"Dozens of rooms in," Theo muttered, "and we finally get our first blessing."
The room began shifting before their eyes, many of the obelisks receding into the floor. By the time the shift was done, there were only a few remaining. Theo seemed to find the remaining puzzle insultingly easy, though he had the decency not to grumble about that while they were all so weakened. After some experimentation and help from the others, the obelisks made a clicking sound and a portal lit up on the opposite wall.
Nauda hadn't even understood the basic objective of the puzzle. No matter. Had to focus on the next challenge.
In the next room they stood at the base of a large slope. It stretched up at a steep angle, but didn't look impossible to climb. There were no holes or suspicious contraptions on the walls that might have contained traps. After Fiyu shook her head and Isorales shrugged, it seemed like there was nothing to do but experiment.
Since she was most able to take a hit, Nauda stepped forward first. As soon as she stepped onto the slope, cantae began draining out of her soulhome. It rushed through her leg so rapidly that she felt it tingling with little needles and tipped forward. When she automatically put out a hand to stop herself, cantae began draining out of her arm as well.
A gravitational field lifted her into the air... and needles promptly stabbed her from every side. "That's worse!" Nauda screamed. "So much worse!"
Theo pulled her back and, once she was clear of the slope, all the draining sensation vanished. It had emptied most of one of her soulhome's rooms: not so much on its own, but thinking about climbing the entire slope suggested that the challenge would be exhausting. She wasn't confident that trying to sprint up the side or just flying through would have been easy, either. While she recovered, Theo made an attempt at his tunneling technique, but the slope's draining effect tore apart his window in the air.
"The slope drains cantae wherever you touch it," Nauda explained, "but it penalizes flying. I'm not sure what the trick is."
"There might not be one." Theo folded his arms and tried to scowl the slope into submission. "If I'm counting correctly, this is the twentieth room. They might have designed it with no solution, to try to eliminate all teams."
"Then there's no solution?"
"We'll just have to make one ourselves. Everyone get ready, because we won't be able to stop once we start climbing. We might need all the cantae we have to get to the top, so we only have one shot at this."
The numbness filling Nauda's mind might have made her poorly suited to solving puzzles, but it seemed perfect for this challenge. Just a steep slope. At the moment she felt like she could trudge her way up a mountain. None of the others looked particularly happy about it, but they all prepared themselves.
"Ready? Let's go. Nothing to do but climb up."
Despite what Theo said, he cast a gravitational field around them as they took their first step. Not enough to send her into the air, but Nauda felt surprisingly light, like she weighed nothing. Her steps almost pushed her into the air until she adjusted her strength. The slope's draining effect still hurt, but she could press on like this.
A third of the way up the slope, none of them were doing well. Fiyu was quietly panting for breath as if suppressing her misery. Isorales staggered and grimaced every time his wings brushed up against anything. Theo had wrapped his arms around his cloak and marched determinedly on, but because the draining ignored blueprint efficiency, he was suffering just as much as the rest of them.
"I won't make it." Isorales spoke up with a pained cough.
"Don't talk like that," Nauda started to say, but he raised a hand.
"I'm not giving up early, I'm thinking about strategy. There's no point in trying to get everyone through the room when a sacrifice would be worth more." He stopped climbing and his bronze rings floated from their place on his back to position themselves behind everyone else. "I'll push as long as I can."
Nauda blinked as she felt the ring nudge against the back of her feet. It wasn't trying to lift her off the slope, just pushing. She worked her heel up onto the side of it, then let it slide her upward. The bronze rings screeching against the stone slope matched the painful drain on her soulhome, but it worked. She was rising with no more cantae drain than before while she could finally rest her exhausted muscles.
They reached the top third before the ring suddenly vanished. Nauda skidded back a step before she caught herself and looked over her shoulder: Isorales was gone. His soulhome must have been fully drained and he'd been taken out of the spire. It was up to the three of them now.
Theo pushed on at the lead as if nothing would stop him, while Nauda had fallen back a step. That placed Fiyu in between them, still struggling on but clearly suffering more every moment. She began to sway and slowly tipped to the side, one arm reaching toward the stone to catch herself...
Once more Nauda moved to help her. This time, she was so weary that she had plenty of time to think about it. Fiyu might not want to be touched, but she would want to complete the challenge. Above all, Nauda wanted to help her.
So Nauda stepped forward and wrapped an arm around the smaller woman's waist. To her shock, Fiyu didn't flinch. Instead she leaned into her, sharing their weight as they continued forcing their way up the slope.
"Nauda... you are a good friend." Fiyu sounded a bit delirious, but leaned onto her shoulder in a way that gave Nauda a new surge of strength. She'd carry Fiyu to the top of the slope no matter what it took.
"I'm sorry if I've ever hurt you." Nauda shouldn't have been spilling her heart, but she was so exhausted she could barely think. Fiyu leaning against her seemed much more important than any silly Wakespire. "Back in the Chasm, I was confused. After traveling with you so long, it's easy to forget about the differences..."
"I only wanted to stay close to you. I value you so much, Nauda... no matter how you feel, I don't want us to be separated..."
Nauda gritted her teeth and pushed on, lifting Fiyu along with her. She wanted to reach the top and finally talk, but her vision was growing dark...




Chapter 34

Finally, the draining stopped. Theo's body was so overwhelmed with relief that he nearly collapsed. The pain hadn't been much compared to the Archive of Misery, but physically it had taken a toll. Force of will kept him on his feet until his brain engaged enough to remember that he could hover with a gravitational field. But what about the others?
When he looked back, he saw them only a step behind. They clung to one another, supporting each other on the way up, but it looked like they were at their limits. At a glance he couldn't tell how drained their soulhomes were, so he could only estimate from his own and how much they'd exhausted on the way up. It didn't seem like they had much left.
Could he use a gravitational field to lift them up? If he pulled them into the air, the increased drain might well send them out of the spire. The slope had eaten away at all his other techniques, so there didn't seem to be many choices left...
Grimacing, Theo turned around and stepped back onto the draining slope. His leg seized up in pain as the needling sensation returned, but he only needed to get far enough to reach them. He grabbed each of his companions by their cloaks and pulled.
All three of them pitched backward, stumbling through the next portal. They collapsed onto the floor at the same time, thankfully a carpeted one. For a time they just lay there, gasping for breath.
His final maneuver had split up Fiyu and Nauda, but Fiyu pulled herself up and moved over to the other woman. She carefully reached out and cupped Nauda's hand with her own.
"Thank you, Nauda," Fiyu whispered. "I..."
"I care about you too, Fiyu." Nauda looked like she wanted to say more, but they were all exhausted.
"After the Wakespire, we will speak more."
Theo wasn't sure what they needed to talk out, since he had been entirely focused on getting up the slope. Whatever it was, it sounded like it was a personal issue for them and they were setting it aside. That left him with the presence of mind to finally turn around and look into the room. As he'd presumed it was another office, with a Noveni official regarding them in surprise.
"Is this the end?" Theo asked. "Did we win?"
"Uh, this is a Room of Blessing." The official shifted awkwardly. "I'm not sure why you're here, exactly."
"Aren't we supposed to get two of each decision type?"
"I don't know, I'm not in charge of the portals."
Probably more handicaps from the judges. Theo should have looked at the model and started thinking about strategy, but he had a more important question. "Is there any kind of time limit on this room?"
"Not as far as I know." The official opened one of his drawers and began looking through a book. Theo ignored him and took a while longer just catching his breath.
Resting would let them recover physically and mentally, but it wouldn't be enough time for them to fully restore their cantae. Still, some rest could make a big difference. His singularity output more cantae than average and would at least partially fill his rooms. Nauda had a heart chamber in each tower, so she would recover a usable amount as well. Fiyu would restore the least, but her Corporeal Floor should keep her fighting fit even without it.
Eventually Theo pulled himself to his feet and straightened out his coat. The pain had faded, so he wasn't in bad shape. Definitely drained, but that was why he had put so much effort into the efficiency of his soulhome. Whatever unfair challenge they threw at him next, he would at least be able to face it with all of his techniques.
The state of the model spire made all the effort worth it. Far fewer lights glittered on it now, and there was a huge gulf between his team and the others. Terefilia struggled on, many floors below, and Gatrium was surprisingly still present. Ugustial Beta had disappeared, but Theo mentally thanked them for their assistance. Most of the others were clustered near the bottom, stalled one way or another.
"So we need to bless someone, one more time?" Stupid question, but he asked it anyway.
"Should work like before." The official finally looked up from his book. "Umm, it says that you'll be disqualified if you stay here too long. It doesn't say exactly how long, though, so it's probably up to the judges."
Theo groaned and turned back to the others. "We'd probably better go before they find an excuse."
Fortunately, Nauda and Fiyu were on their feet. They remained close together but looked focused, not as if they were going to let any emotional issues drag them down. As he'd hoped, they appeared significantly recovered and they all had a little more cantae left.
He'd actually turned to them to stall for more time, though. If the judges were making the decisions, he didn't think they would disqualify him if it seemed like he was actively moving toward a choice. And he did actually need to think about that.
Giving the blessing to the Ugustial Beta team would have been a nice way to thank them, but they were already out. He considered the remaining Ugustial team, but he doubted that they would be able to reciprocate. Now that he knew blessings weren't anonymous, he could grant it to the Terefilia team just to gain more approval. Then again, would two blessings really matter much more than one to them?
His eyes drifted down to the Gatrium light and Theo's lips twitched in a smile. What would the Gatrium Authority think, suddenly receiving a blessing from the team far in the lead? It could almost be perceived as an insult, but his lineage desperately needed any advantage they could get after their previous humiliation. Might as well continue his strategy of defensive friendliness.
"Bless the Gatrium team," Theo said. The official nodded immediately and bent down to his work.
That left Theo and his friends to enter the next portal. All worn and exhausted, but hopefully capable of taking on another challenge or two. They were already beyond the twentieth floor, so the judges were presumably looking for ways to eliminate them. Surely they couldn't have too many more options like the draining slope.
"Ready?" he asked.
"Ready." Nauda struck her staff against the ground as she spoke and Fiyu nodded.
They plunged into the portal and found themselves inside another circular dueling room. Maybe even the same one? It was difficult to tell with cantae cleaning off all signs of each fight. There didn't seem to be anyone else present, and according to the model spire, there was no one else even close to them. Would the judges really make them wait until the end of the competition?
Then the exit portal lit up... and Nifanos Dortorus walked out.
"You were so upset about waiting for someone to fight before," she said with a smirk. "I volunteered to step in to offer a challenge that might be more suited to your exalted standards."
"I... don't suppose you're going to leave your Ethereal Floor inactive and fight us with your fists?" Theo asked wryly.
"No." Nifanos grinned, her eyes blazed green, and emerald lines shot through her wings.
Her assault wasn't a bolt or beam: her cantae struck them like a wall. In such a small chamber, she was capable of blanketing the entire space with an all-out assault. Amplified by her Ethereal Floor, her cantae was more intense than even his and slammed against them with overwhelming force.
Theo fought back anyway. He generated a singularity between his hands and willed it to absorb the cantae flooding his way. For a few precious fractions of a second he actually saw it make an impact and soak up some of the cantae rushing toward them. Then the light swept around him and he slammed back against the floor.
For a while Theo just lay there and groaned. The pads in the exit room were soft, but not when thrown into them at such speed. He looked to either side and was relieved to find Fiyu and Nauda lying there as well. All had been a little burned by the assault, but they were clearly intact.
Getting back to his feet, he examined the flaming letters that declared their victory:
Wakespire: Fourth Round
1) Jadadictus Alpha - 315
2) Dortorus Gamma - 160
3) Terefilia Underclouders - 150
4) Dortorus Alpha - 150
5) Dortorus Beta - 140
6) Ugustial Beta - 90
7) Foreign Mercenaries - 60
8) Ugustial Alpha - 50
9) Terefilia Lineage - 40
Because their new points had been added to the Jadadictus team, the victory was a little muted, and there would be no point looking at the totals in the main room. It didn't matter. All he cared about was what the number meant and the accomplishment it represented: they had crushed the normal scores for the competition. He was trying to figure out how to share those thoughts with his friends when Isorales burst into the room. It looked like someone had healed his injured wing and his grin definitely looked recovered.
"That was amazing! We had to h-"
The spatial technique took hold of them again and they were all deposited atop the spire. Once more the princes of Noven stared down at them. This time, Theo saw begrudging respect even in the most stubborn. One of the Dortorus princes smirked at him, as if sending a veteran Authority with an Ethereal Floor against exhausted soulcrafters proved any sort of point.
"You are unquestionably the victors of this Wakespire," the lead prince said. "Accordingly, you will receive the largest portion of the prizes as well as one choice from the best of the sublime legacy."
"The bloodglass sculpture." Nauda didn't even need to look at him before speaking, just announced their decision. That was what they had been doing all this for, after all. Even though the reward didn't help him personally, Theo smiled as the rewards were brought out.
Everyone's attention was drawn to the bloodglass sculpture, as it was unquestionably the most powerful. An artisan had put together thousands of jagged pieces of glass into a statue of a winged beast that looked like it could murder someone by falling over on them. Each piece appeared to be formed of a different type of glass and they all strengthened aspects related to physical combat.
Some of the other sublime materials would be more useful for other people. Theo had his eye on some metal bars that were white gold on one side and black on the other, plus he saw a number of undercloud materials that might be suitable for Fiyu. And there was yet more local money, not that they particularly needed it.
Isorales didn't seem interested in any of them, instead looking to his grandfather at the end of the arc of thrones. Jorotafes Jadadictus stared over the group as if actually looking at them for the first time, then settled back with a strange repositioning of his wings.
"You actually made something of my useless grandson." His gaze passed over the group skeptically, but when he settled on Isorales, the old man nodded. "Sacrificing yourself was the correct decision in this contest. Just don't do it in real life."
That made Isorales beam and he bowed several times to the old man. Theo edged closer to him. "Is that actually a compliment?"
"From grandfather? Some in our lineage would kill just to be called 'not idiots'."
Some of the other princes congratulated them as well, even the woman from the Dortorus lineage. Theo thought about bringing up the issue of the room of darkness, but decided that it was best not to push their good will. Noven's systems might be corrupt, but they weren't malicious. The best strategy was to grin and find a way to keep winning.
Only one of the princes said nothing: Ractifus Terefilia sat on his throne in grim silence. That was little different from his apathy after previous rounds, but there was something new in his eyes. Theo met his gaze and wasn't sure what passed between them. He was just about to raise the issue when the lead prince announced that they were done and they were all sent back to the base of the tower.
Guchiro met them and offered his quiet congratulations. They said farewell to Isorales and made plans to discuss further strategy before they all fell into the sleigh. On the way back they said almost nothing as they took time to recover from the entire experience.
Only once they were almost back to their rooms did Nauda speak up. "I suppose you already have another strategy for us, Theo?"
"Not this time." Despite what he said, his mind started working on it. "The next round is the very last of the Wakespire and I'm not sure what strategy everyone will use. If the trouble between lineages is going to boil over, it's likely to happen then. We should just prepare for anything."
"Meaning more soulcrafting. Wonder of wonders, joy of joys." Despite Nauda's tone, she was grinning.
It sounded like Nauda and Fiyu had things to talk about, Guchiro was holding his tongue about something, and Theo still had work to do with Senka. Theo tried to arrange everything in his head while they returned to their rooms. Maybe it was futile to make any plans for the time being and he should just sleep first.
Before he could rest or even soulcraft, there was a knock on the door. Guchiro answered first and Theo wanted to ignore it, but not long afterwards he was called forward.
A black-winged woman stood outside, offering a sealed letter. "I bear an invitation from the Terefilia estate," she said. "You are encouraged to join us at your earliest convenience."




Chapter 35

Just in case the invitation turned into another drawn out battle, Theo let the group take a full day to rest. Between Nauda's healing and simple time for heart chambers to restore their cantae, they were in decent condition by the time they headed out. Since then they hadn't been contacted by any of the other factions, so the invitation remained a mystery.
Unlike with the Jadadictus lineage, there was no vehicle to take them there, or even anyone to guide them. Fortunately, Guchiro had apparently learned more about the city than anyone had expected, because he knew the location. Once they were all in the sleigh, he flew them over the city toward the Terefilia estate.
Once, the brilliant pools of light concentrated by the glass panels overhead had blinded Theo. He hadn't even realized that his acclimatization chamber was helping him adapt until he was enjoying the brilliant sunlight as they passed through one. Now that he thought about it, he didn't even know what purpose they served in the city. Gaining power in the Wakespire and traveling more of Noven with Senka meant that he'd invested little in Ugustial itself.
It was an observation, not a conclusion. Theo simply considered everything they needed to do as the sleigh made its way across the city.
When they reached the Terefilia palace, it was as grand as any of the others, but observably barren. Most estates of major lineages would have had petitioners meeting, guards training, and non-soulcrafters going about their business. The Terefilia estates sat golden and vacant, with only a single guard to meet them at the door.
"The invitation was only for three." The young man, barely a soulcrafter at all, stared at Guchiro nervously. "I can't stop you, but the prince will punish me if I disobey..."
"Very well." Guchiro glanced once at Fiyu, then returned to the sleigh to wait.
"Would he really do that?" Nauda asked. The young man immediately looked away.
"I shouldn't have said anything. He's been getting better recently, truly. And I think your visit will cheer him, which we'll all appreciate."
Who exactly that "all" was, Theo wasn't sure. They were led through a massive but empty entrance hall deeper into the palace without any other residents showing themselves. Once past the main hall, Theo did see some signs of the late Katarikus Terefilia: paintings of black-winged Noveni, ornate statues, and a few rooms that might have been inhabited in living memory. As a whole, however, the palace was desolate until they reached a sitting room.
"Welcome!" Ractifus Terefilia rose from a plush armchair and greeted them with a surprisingly broad smile. "Apologies for anything harsh I may have said to you previously. This Wakespire has been so exhausting, I barely know myself. But your performance this round - ha! You should have seen the faces on all the princes as you shattered their records!"
Could the grim man who stared at them after every round really be this cheerful in private? Theo was taken aback, so it was Nauda who spoke first. "Thank you. We did the best we could, given circumstances."
"And you should have done even better!" Ractifus walked to a well-stocked cabinet and poured himself a glass of violet wine. "The fact that they forbade you from using soulcrafted abilities in the dark room is simply absurd, shameful, scandalous. These fools fear anything that wasn't already old when they were growing up."
"But you couldn't do anything about that decision?" Nauda asked.
"I am but one voice on the council... and, to be perfectly honest, I wasn't going to stick my neck out for a bunch of outsiders."
Despite the strangeness of it all, Theo smiled. Ractifus was more charming than he'd seemed at first, and Theo still remembered how the prince had made a good point about his singularity. Apparently the old man had more facets than had been apparent at first, and those might be useful to them.
"Do you think you could convince them to allow me in all the rooms?" Fiyu asked.
"We could, but that's a losing strategy, dear girl." Ractifus took a long drink of his wine, murmured appreciatively, then began pouring more. "They were actually discussing further restrictions, such as changes to the method of removing contestants. They weren't particularly happy about your trick to get through the dueling chamber."
"Then... what do you suggest?"
"You've already proved you can win the game they put forth, so why not prove you can win the real game?" Ractifus turned to look at them again, finally showing a little of the grim expression he wore at the council. "Let me tell you a little of the truth of this conflict. I'll give that to you for nothing, but in exchange, I hope you will be willing to help me."
That seemed more than reasonable, so the three found chairs. Ractifus returned to his plush armchair but only sat on the armrest, swirling his wine while he apparently gathered his thoughts.
"Katarikus Terefilia came to Ugustial from below, believing that he could establish a new lineage and change the political landscape. By the time my dear uncle was old, he was a bitter old man who had seen his designs come to nothing. Too much prejudice from the sunside Noveni, or at least that is how it appears to me."
"There seems to be a long-standing conflict between them," Nauda agreed.
"But not one that's relevant for now. What matters is that when Katarikus died, he left behind a rather substantial sublime legacy. The vast majority of it is useless to me, because I'm soulcrafting a different blueprint. But there is a single item in it that I very much want, a material called a lineagegem. For complex reasons that would be tedious to explain, I can't get my hands on it until the very end of the Wakespire... the real problem is that the Dortorus teams plan to steal it."
"Dortorus?" Theo frowned as he considered what that meant. "They seem to want the entire legacy."
"Perhaps they do, but they want the lineagegem most of all. When it comes time for the final round, they will leave nothing to chance. Instead of risking losing everything in the competition, they intend to attack the spire itself. That is the reason they have been causing so much trouble: to weaken their opponents. They don't care if they ruin their reputation, as it will be ruined anyway once they steal the lineagegem."
"Didn't one..." Fiyu trailed off and looked toward Nauda, who picked up her question.
"A Dortorus team member claimed that someone had murdered someone in their clan."
Ractifus smiled wryly. "Perhaps it was a murder, perhaps it was internal conflict - I certainly have no way of knowing. For now, they're only using the death as a bludgeon to excuse their actions. Anything will do, so long as it puts them in a better position to steal the lineagegem.
"And you don't need to trust me on that." Ractifus paused to take another sip of wine. "Mark my words: in the final round, they will again adjust their teams. Their Authorities will be mysteriously absent, which only the judges will know. Then, when so many of the city's Authorities are weakened from the competition, their strongest will strike! Years of reputation burned, but they believe the lineagegem will be worth it."
"Is it?" Theo asked simply. While what was being said made some sense, he felt certain that Ractifus didn't want to give them the whole story. Most obviously, why couldn't he have simply taken the lineagegem from the sublime legacy?
"It is a powerful and exceptionally rare material. Fortunately, their efforts have been significantly hampered. Not least by your little team, since you've robbed them of two different victories. Their Authorities will not be as powerful as they had originally hoped, so their task will be far more difficult."
"Do we need to be worried about their more powerful soulcrafters participating?"
Ractifus waved his free hand idly. "No doubt some of them will, but you don't need to worry about any Strongholds interfering. The lineagegem lies within the spire itself, which is a significant ward on its own. Most likely, the theft will be accomplished before the judges or any other powers of the city have time to react."
"You said you wanted us to help you." Nauda leaned back in her chair and examined Ractifus thoughtfully. "What can we do about this? Why not go to the other princes?"
"Other than the fact that two of them are in on the scheme? No, no, that's not a possibility." Ractifus waved it off while taking another drink. "What I want is for someone to catch them red-handed. So this is what I propose: pretend you will remain in the Wakespire, then withdraw all but token participation at the last moment. Instead of facing another challenge, under even more unfair odds, you can ascend the spire by another path and stop the Dortorus theft. Believe me, that will earn you the greater rewards."
The whole story was plausible, especially as in Theo's experience powerful institutions would rarely play fairly all the way to the end. What appealed to him most was the chance to shift the game. After fighting his way to the top of the spire only to be eliminated by an unfair challenge, he didn't want to simply repeat the process for more points. Better to begin playing the political game and earn something more lasting.
"What is this other path you spoke of?" Fiyu asked.
"That would be this." Ractifus revealed a thin metal key from his robes with a flourish. "This is my key as a judge of the Wakespire, which will allow you to leave the central path. If you're found with it, I'll deny everything, of course, and they'll assume you stole it from an official. But I hope you can use it to ascend ahead of the Dortorus thieves and stop them."
"That all makes sense," Nauda said, "but you're asking us to risk a lot. In exchange for what? You said you wanted the lineagegem for yourself."
"Ah, but I can help you immeasurably in the meantime. As a prince of the city and a judge of the Wakespire, I can grant you access to many areas and resources. I can ensure the contest is judged fairly. Then, once all the fighting is over, I can ensure you are compensated accordingly. Bear in mind, you will be the saviors of the Wakespire and I will be a very wealthy man."
Theo looked at the thin metal key, then between his allies. Interesting as the suggestion was, he didn't want to make any decision so quickly. "We appreciate the offer," Theo said, "but for now we want to keep preparing ourselves. Contest or battle, we need more soulcrafting."
"That would be so terribly disappointing, but it's your choice. I had really hoped that it would be you. After so many other disappointments, you impressed me so much."
"What about the primary Terefilia team?" Nauda asked. "They aren't working for you?"
"No, they represent the Terefilia lineage from below the clouds." Ractifus waved his glass again and rolled his eyes. "They don't know me and don't trust me. Actually, I wouldn't have been surprised if they were working with the Dortorus lineage to steal the gem from me, at least until the two started fighting each other so much."
Which brought to mind the Dortorus Ruler who had been brutally crippled during his ascension, by a Noveni presumed to be paid by the Terefilia lineage. Theo had almost been wondering if Ractifus had been behind it, given the hardness in his eyes. Now, it seemed more likely that he was simply struggling to acquire his uncle's sublime legacy in difficult circumstances.
"Still holding your answer? Pity." Ractifus finally withdrew the key. "I don't have many options left, so I hope you'll change your mind. But I should warn you, it would be better to make your decision within two weeks. There will be an interesting little event you'll only be able to enter with my approval. I suppose, since I respect you, I should tell you that you might be able to get the Jadadictus prince to agree."
That was a curious promise, one that Theo couldn't interpret. He wanted to ask more, but Ractifus seemed to be finished with the conversation. They only said a little more, a few pleasantries of farewell, then they left the palace. The soulcrafter from the gate didn't even escort them on their way out.
Once they emerged in the outer courtyard, Guchiro visibly relaxed. They all entered the sleigh and said nothing until they were flying back over the city.
"I don't completely trust him," Nauda began, "but I kind of want to accept his offer. It would be nice to have a judge on our side for once."
"Not being involved with the politics hasn't stopped everyone from accusing us anyway." Theo turned from Nauda to Fiyu. "What did you think?"
"He holds himself very stiffly." Fiyu shifted in her seat with an odd expression as if she needed to work the words through her entire body. "Like someone who wants to give nothing away. It is unusual to have such control, for any world."
At that moment, Guchiro's staring at them became too much to ignore. Since Theo wanted the older Ichili's opinion anyway, he explained everything that had been said. The others joined in, so Guchiro soon had a complete recounting. He considered the matter only briefly before beginning at an angle that Theo hadn't expected.
"I believe that Ractifus is mistaken about the lineagegem," he said. "I have been conducting my own investigations while you competed. This contest does not exist merely to distribute a sublime legacy. Does it not seem strangely elaborate to you?"
"Not excessively," Theo said. "I've seen tournaments fought over sublime legacies before."
"Did they include towers filled with traps and techniques that required vast quantities of cantae to operate?"
"I suppose you have a point there."
"The spire is in fact a sort of combined armament." Guchiro turned slightly, looking away from the city as if he could see the spire. "It gathers all of the cantae spent inside and brings it to bear on a single point. I had been investigating it, but based on your evidence I believe that point to be the lineagegem."
"How very strange," Fiyu said. "Did they build an entire tower for one sublime material?"
"No, this has been done before. If this 'lineagegem' is what I believe it to be, it is a material built and tempered by cantae forged in battle. When its owner fell, the gem went silent. They now need to rekindle it in successive steps. Everything about the competition, from the length of time between rooms to the individual challenges, is dedicated to this goal."
Nauda raised an eyebrow. "Surely not everything. I don't see how a big puzzle room could help out the giant armament."
"I meant the totality, not every detail. Of course they also seek to strengthen the soulcrafting capacity of their city." Guchiro looked back to the group and shook his head. "But the lineagegem is more important. A fully kindled material inherited from a Stronghold is the quality of sublime material a soulcrafter could use to ascend to Dominion or beyond."
So Ractifus had been withholding some information from them. In a strange way, it made Theo trust the man a little more. He hadn't pretended to be anything other than self-interested and offered them a deal that benefited them, but benefited him far more. Theo could respect that sort of directness.
"Are we considering this?" Nauda asked. "The Dortorus teams have been so brutal this entire time, I'd like to stop them from just stealing what they want."
"But it would mean fighting all of their forces for real." Fiyu lowered her head. "And in only one month. That would be a great challenge."
"But Guchiro would be able to help, right? He could fight Nifanos, which will just leave the new Authorities. They've been so focused on the Wakespire, I don't think they're actually that formidable."
"It doesn't change what we need," Theo said. "We keep soulcrafting, build on our strengths, shore up our weaknesses, and make allies in the city. That will get us through the Wakespire or the battle."
The others nodded in agreement and Theo began making plans. He was glad that he'd rephrased himself. Originally he hadn't been planning to say anything about making allies. What they really needed, no matter how it was phrased, was power. As always.




Chapter 36

Nauda gripped her staff, lifted the blunt end, and gently hit Fiyu in the head.
"Ow." Fiyu rubbed her head through her hair. "I was not successful."
"I don't know, I thought your 'getting hit in the head' technique was very majestic." Once Nauda had worried about using sarcasm with Fiyu, but the other woman only smiled.
"I hope to improve it to a 'not getting hit' technique. Again, please."
For her next swing, Nauda aimed at Fiyu's side. She didn't want to hurt her friend at all, but apparently her attack needed to have some real force behind it or the training was useless. In theory, Fiyu was supposed to disappear or turn translucent or otherwise evade the attack. It had yet to happen.
"Are you sure we're going to get this?" Nauda switched her grip and instead struck lightly at Fiyu's calf.
"I do not believe it is possible at Ruler, but I need to refine my skill and the associated chamber before reaching Authority."
That made sense: like every other part of her soulhome, Fiyu needed to polish her skills to the utmost before she could move on. She had been using the same small set of refined techniques ever since they met, so it seemed to take her some effort to adjust to developing new ones.
"I believe that is enough for now." Fiyu raised a hand before the staff could descend again. "Now please use your staff to bind me."
"At least this one won't hurt you." Nauda took a step back and pointed her staff at Fiyu's chest. "What's the next technique supposed to be?"
At first Fiyu couldn't answer at all. With no chance of actually harming the other woman, Nauda had used her technique at full power, freezing Fiyu in place. Her cantae flared up instinctively, trying to push through, then Fiyu retracted it and instead focused on something else. For a long time, nothing seemed to happen, then suddenly Fiyu slipped to the side.
Taken off guard, it took Nauda a moment to aim at her again and bind her a second time. She wasn't sure what had happened. Fiyu hadn't broken free of her binding, it had somehow just... slid off her. The second time Fiyu wasn't able to repeat the trick as easily, but she wasn't as firmly bound, no matter how much cantae Nauda pushed down her staff.
"This one..." Fiyu managed to slip free again and got several steps before Nauda caught her. "It is designed to resist techniques that affect my body. Particularly disrupting the organs, or creating poison, or binding. But yours... seems to be difficult to escape."
"I'd hope so, otherwise all the soulcrafting I've done would seem pretty useless." Nauda grimaced as she gripped her staff tighter and tried to keep Fiyu in place. She preferred this test, since there was no chance of injury.
"It is similar to, though more refined than, the techniques you have seen to resist enemy attacks. You have observed them many times when others attempt to resist Theo's fields."
Nauda had to resist frowning and worried that Fiyu would still pick it up in her body language. She didn't want to talk about Theo right now. In fact, she hadn't intended to train with Fiyu at all, but the other woman had asked so plaintively that there had been no real choice.
Regardless of the reasons she'd come, Nauda was enjoying herself. They'd practiced Fiyu's darkness first, then her new defense, and now this immunity technique. Her third floor contained three technique chambers and three enhancement chambers, from what Nauda understood. It was a strong design, given how each room was much larger than Nauda's average chamber, and so they all had an impact. Fiyu's new speed chamber made her nearly as fast as some Authorities, and she'd formally enhanced her Nine Worlds Feast, which gave her surprising stamina.
Eventually, however, it had to end. Once they were both tired, they sat down at the side of the room. There was a bowl of manna there, but Nauda no longer felt hungry despite all the training. They couldn't put it off much longer. It was time for the conversation they had promised during the Wakespire.
"How much do you have left to do before ascending?" Nauda asked. She immediately cursed herself for her cowardice.
"All of my chambers are filled, but they require polish." It was impossible to tell from Fiyu's expression whether she felt the same tension or anything at all. "Up to this point, I have focused solely on my third floor. So I must also complete my pyramid in order to make the ascension possible. If I do not want to cut corners, it is likely to be very close."
"Then... perhaps we shouldn't talk after all. I'd feel bad distracting you during such an important time."
"No, please do." Fiyu turned to her and began twisting her braid in her fingers. "I will be... less distracted after we have spoken. We are still friends, right Nauda?"
"Of course we are." Nauda sighed and dropped her head back against the wall. No more denying it. "Back in the Chasm, I... I know I hurt you. I didn't understand how things looked to you and I was selfish and I should have-"
"Please! You do not need to insult yourself. I have thought long on this and I believe I understand how I offended you. I am very sorry, Nauda."
She "believed" that she understood. Sometimes Nauda wondered if the idea of a relationship was foolish and it would be easier to just remain friends, but she couldn't deny the way her thoughts constantly flowed back to Fiyu. No, she definitely needed to address things now. If she didn't, most likely she would end up hurting feelings by Tatian standards, much less Ichili.
"What I mean to say," Nauda said very slowly, turning over each word in her mind, "is that I wasn't able to think about what you asked. So my answer... wasn't a good one. I was wondering if..."
At that point she finally ran out of words, especially when she heard Fiyu's sharp intake of breath. "You... are not still offended?" Fiyu always spoke softly, but now she barely reached a whisper. "I wanted to ask you one of the most important questions in life... I understand how I made it seem wrong. I thought you would never forgive me for that."
"Fiyu, I can't get you out of my head. I can't count how many times I've thought about that conversation and cursed myself for rejecting you. I just..."
Nauda reached out and clasped Fiyu's hand, even though she knew it wasn't appropriate. To her surprise, Fiyu didn't pull away at all. It appeared that she was blushing, underneath her mask, and she was definitely squirming, but she didn't pull away.
"Does that mean..." Fiyu took a slow breath. "Does that mean you want to be lifemates?"
"I want to be with you, Fiyu, but I don't want to hurt you even more." Their hands felt too hot and Nauda started to pull away, only for Fiyu to maintain the clasp. "If you were a Tatian woman, we'd begin a courtship. But I want you, and I... I'm not sure I know what that means."
Fiyu nodded somberly. "It seems there may be many questions. I care for you very much, but I do not think Ichili emotions work like yours. When you rejected me, I thought that we should never be more than friends. I have been suppressing those thoughts so I could be a good companion."
"Then you don't..."
"I have... not been very successful."
How could that dark smile be so bright? Nauda gripped Fiyu's hands tighter and breathed a sigh of relief. Her heart was pounding and she had the feeling everything was about to get a lot more confusing, but at least they were past the horrible silences and assumptions. It took Nauda a while to even think about what she was going to say, and Fiyu beat her to it.
"We will still travel together no matter what, right Nauda?"
"Yes, of course."
"Then I will stop suppressing that facet of myself." Fiyu finally pulled her hands away and placed them in her lap, but she seemed pleased. "I will search those feelings, and you can also consider me as a potential lifemate. We can discuss any issues before we make our decisions. This is the Ichili way of doing things."
That seemed very formal and cautious, but had Nauda expected anything else? She couldn't get the smile off her face as she responded. "That'll be better than being afraid I'd ruined it forever. But for how long? Do we just... travel together for years? How long does it go on?"
"Do not fear, Nauda. We have already known one another four years, so it will not take so many more years to discover our feelings." She gave a sheepish smile. "That is... slow for Tatian, is it not?"
"A little bit."
"Then what about this: let us first both ascend to Authority. My relatives have always told me that it is wise to reach that point before making other life decisions. After that, we will know if our emotions will endure for all time."
"Well then, let's get back to training!" Nauda pretended to grab her staff and was relieved when Fiyu giggled.
They didn't, of course. They didn't so much as kiss, even though Nauda desperately wanted to try. But she felt as though this conversation had been even more stressful for Fiyu than it had been for her and she didn't want to harm the Ichili woman again.
Truthfully, Nauda was still riding the high of those emotions as she left the room. She didn't know if she had a relationship now, and it didn't sound like a real courtship, but it was something. It was absolutely nothing like Tatian... and neither was Fiyu.
~ ~ ~
Friend Nauda wanted to be lifemates! Fiyu had known that there was emotional tension between them, but she had assumed that it was a strange Tatian instability. The fact that Friend Nauda had also been haunted by their argument and reconsidering her emotions felt like an impossible dream.
The thing that touched her most was that Friend Nauda had taken such pains to try to speak in her manner, to explain her emotions carefully. They were not Ichili emotions, but Fiyu could understand them and even love them. It was dizzying to think that Friend Nauda had only known her for a few years and somehow fallen so deeply in love with her.
Outside the room, where Fiyu walked to drink a glass of water, some doubts began to creep in. She was worried about what Friend Nauda might have assumed about their conversation. It seemed possible that there could be great confusion and sadness between them.
But no. Friend Nauda would speak to her and they could resolve anything. Just the fact that Fiyu had permission to begin considering Friend Nauda as a potential lifemate left her giddy. She walked out to the balcony to order her thoughts.
"You should be careful."
Relative Guchiro had been wrapped in his own stealth technique until that moment. He hadn't dropped it, merely expanded his sphere to include her. Fiyu immediately realized that he had overheard the entire conversation, which left her with strange feelings. Of course it was completely appropriate for an elder relative to be concerned about potential future lifemates. But if she did find a lifemate, then it would mean a new relationship with boundaries even for other relatives...
"Did I seem reckless?" Fiyu asked. Her relative stepped forward and gently smoothed back some of her hair. Underneath his mask, his mouth pressed together tightly.
"You are an adult and you can make your own decisions. But I fear you will be hurt deeply."
"Surely you don't think Nauda could do such a thing! She... she..."
"I saw her sacrifice her body to defend your life on multiple occasions. I do not doubt her passion." Relative Guchiro stared down at her, his eyes terribly sad. "But passion is like a serpent that can easily turn on you. I worry that, even if she has the best of intentions, she will make painful mistakes."
Fiyu drew a careful breath and closed her hands at her sides before responding. "Some things are worth being hurt."
Instead of answering, her relative stepped away to the edge of the balcony. He didn't answer for a long time, staring out over the city without using any of his deeper senses. When he did speak, he sounded different than she had ever heard him.
"I don't hate her, Fiyu. You've found good companions. But they've shielded you from the worst of what other worlds offer." Relative Guchiro didn't move, but his shoulders flexed and his senses reached back to brush against her in concern. "You haven't seen how insane some can be. They believe that stable relationships are boring, and they celebrate breaking lifemate bonds for the sake of temporary passions. They consider these things to be their highest arts and deepest natures."
"That can't be true!" Fiyu knew that she was acting like a child now, bluntly contradicting what her relative told her. But she didn't want to believe what he was saying.
"She did respect the time you need. That counts for something. If she hasn't changed her mind by the time you truly ask the question, then maybe it could work."
"Nauda will not change. You will see."
"Perhaps so." Relative Guchiro finally turned back to face her with a smile underneath his mask. "I meant what I said about you being an adult, Fiyu. Everything I have said is only advice given as a relative."
"And I thank you for it." Maybe there was a bit of childishness left, but Fiyu continued speaking. "I want you to help Nauda."
"What do you mean?"
"She is going to negotiate with the Noveni lineages so that I have more time for soulcrafting, but she will be limited without an Authority. She also lacks elder relatives to assist her in soulcrafting. While I finish polishing my soulhome, I want for you to help her. That is my request... as your relative."
His smile broadened and he touched her shoulder as he passed. "And how could I refuse such a request?"
As he walked away, his stealth technique passed over her body and Fiyu stood alone on the balcony. There was no one visible, but she suddenly felt exposed. She retreated to her room, trying not to think about everything that had been said. Even if she was certain that he would be wrong, the warmth within her had cooled.




Chapter 37

Across numerous fights, Theo's gravitational fields had faced all kinds of opposition. Many opponents had no resistance and could only struggle against the effects. Authorities and other powerful soulcrafters could burn their own energy to keep themselves in place. Demons could resist the core technique itself, and a rare few opponents could render themselves immune to the gravity shift.
For all of that, he'd never actually tried to use a field as a brute force tool. Theo grimaced and kept his hand up even though sweat was rolling down his forehead and back.
On the other side of the room, Isorales hovered in the air. He was burning through his own cantae to keep himself upright despite the gravity bearing down on him. Theo kept pouring cantae into the field, which should have rendered Isorales absurdly heavy, but because he only manipulated gravity via cantae and didn't actually control the fundamental force, it could be resisted with enough power.
Normally, such a simple method would be completely useless in a battle, since Theo would just use the other techniques he'd developed. Here, as training, it was surprisingly useful. Theo remembered having liquid cantae from years and years ago, but there were some tricks he was adjusting to using again. Exerting all of those spiritual muscles was helping him sharpen his edge at the Authority tier.
"It's amazing... you can output so much at Authority..." Isorales sagged and pulled in his wings so they wouldn't crumple. "Okay... that's enough..."
Theo didn't move. He couldn't make the gravitational field any more intense, but his opponent would be feeling the attrition.
"Hey... come on... let up..."
"What if I don't?" Theo asked. He reversed the field abruptly, which slammed Isorales into the ceiling, then flipped it back around. Isorales barely managed to catch himself on the floor and struggled to rise past his knees. His rings clattered to the ground, no longer supported by his cantae.
"You wouldn't..." He was staring at Theo in utter terror, though. Theo couldn't see his own expression, but it must have been believable. After letting Isorales sweat for a little longer, he answered.
"I won't, but what if you fight someone else who will? Not in a contest, not someone who cares about your lineage. Someone who wants to kill you."
"Then... I'll probably die..." Isorales managed a self-deprecating smile, but Theo didn't let up and drove him further to the ground.
Finally understanding, Isorales grimaced and tried to fight back. His body was exhausted and the most he could do was make his bronze rings slide closer to his hands... which Theo realized a second later was actually enough. They rolled together into position in front of Isorales, then shifted upright. A moment later a beam of power slammed into Theo's chest and knocked him into the wall.
Even with his coat protecting him from the blast, it felt like getting punched in the chest. Theo dropped from the dented wall, prepared in case Isorales was angry and planning to attack. But the other man sat forlornly on the floor, checking his rings for damage.
"If it had been a real battle, you would have killed me with something else." Isorales cast him a rueful glance. "I don't know your cantae flow, but you're unnaturally good at switching between techniques."
"I'm impressed you managed to pull together that technique," Theo said as he sat down beside the other man. "But I knew you had it in you."
"Many people have said that sort of thing. They don't have a good track record of being right."
When they'd started training, Theo's only goal had been to get the Noveni man to feel some anger and really exert himself. Maybe, in a small way, he was expecting Isorales to be like Eratius. But of course they were nothing alike. Eratius had been born with nothing and filled himself with pride and anger. Isorales seemed to have been given everything and been left empty.
He wasn't incompetent, though. As far as Theo could tell from their training, he actually had mastery of his soulhome and a strong mind for soulcrafting. His intellect was less a brilliant flood than a subtle current that slipped underneath you and swept your feet when you weren't looking. With a different disposition, he could have been a very dangerous man.
"I've been thinking that someone needed to push you harder," Theo said abruptly, "but now I'm guessing I was wrong. You've been pushed too much, haven't you?"
Isorales chuckled darkly. "I guess you could say that."
"You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to. In fact, I'd like nothing more than to leave and go back to soulcrafting."
"Yeah, I get that impression." Isorales finally finished inspecting his rings for damage and instead lifted one of his wings over his shoulder to massage a bent point. "It's not that complicated. My parents wanted me to be the one to restore our lineage. I was supposed to be the heir worthy of my grandfather's patronage. From the time I could crawl, they told me I was going to be the best."
"And it backfired?"
"It worked brilliantly, right up until it didn't. I was the earliest to soulcraft, the first in my generation to Ruler, and then..." Isorales dug his fingers into his wing briefly, then went entirely slack. "There's one type of resilience that lets you keep going in the face of difficulty. The resilience that it takes to get over a failure turns out to be something very different. When I hit something I couldn't master, I failed and never really recovered."
Now that it was explained directly, Theo could put the entire story together. He probably should have before, he just hadn't been paying enough attention to Isorales. The golden son of the lineage, apparently strong but actually just one blow from crumpling. Not so different from the way Theo had been in his first life, not that he was about to share his own feelings.
"You're afraid I'll let you down." Isorales stared at him. His voice had sounded hurt at first, but Theo realized that it was actually cool analysis.
"You did well enough in the Wakespire," Theo said. After searching through his thoughts a while longer, he decided that he might as well. "Actually, it wasn't that at all. It seemed to me that you're the type who has lots of people telling you that you need to believe in yourself when you actually need someone to slap you in the face."
That got another rueful chuckle. "Maybe. I wanted to say, it's been a relief to work with the three of you. None of you care about the Jadadictus lineage at all."
"We don't. So if you want to stay allied in the final round, you'd better work hard."
"Now you sound like my parents." Isorales shook his head. "They're much happier with me these days, but in a way that makes things harder. I'd rather not talk about it. Have you decided on your strategy for your fourth floor?"
"I've built one corner room and part of another." Theo glanced into his soulhome out of habit. "I have the materials for them, but I'm not going to fully add them until before the end so my new enhancement chambers surprise people."
"Clever. The way my walls work, I need to build the entire circumference of my soulhome at the same time or it will collapse..."
They discussed soulcrafting for a while longer, until Senka arrived. Truthfully, Theo hadn't been intending to leave at any moment. The plan had always been to spend a while on recovery until it was time to travel with Senka again. Talking to Isorales had been an unexpected bonus.
She entered and hurled a rock at him. "Come feed Senka yummies!"
"Alright, gotta take care of her." Theo groaned as he got to his feet. "We'll talk later, Isorales."
"Wait, already?" He blinked between them. "I wanted to talk to you about the Artisans' Gallery. Are you planning to attend?"
"What's this now?"
"The event where Ugustial's best soulcrafter artisans try to compete for patronage. Technically it has nothing to do with the Wakespire, but of course this year we'll get the majority of the attention..." Isorales trailed off and then shook his head. "But you need the backing of a major lineage to buy any of their wares. Sorry, I should have thought about that."
"Can we get Jadadictus backing?" Theo asked. He was actually thinking more about the timing and wondering if this was what Ractifus had suggested.
"I can't give you that permission and I don't think anyone higher up in the lineage would be willing, sorry... maybe I shouldn't have even brought it up."
"No, it's fine. Maybe you'll see us there anyway."
As Theo left the palace with Senka, he thought more about this alleged gallery than what Isorales had told him. Given his limited social experience on Noven, he hadn't even been aware of it. If entry required major backing, that suggested prestige, which in cities like this generally correlated to soulcrafting. He'd have to think about it further.
"No running around to empty caches today," Senka told him once they were out. "I've been hunting for other sublime materials based on my memories."
"Out of caches?"
"Hardly! But if I want you three to carry me around the Nine Worlds, I need to make sure you don't get yourselves killed in the next battle."
Once they were outside the city defenses, Senka guided him once more. They skated around the edge of Noven and came back down in a region that looked typical enough. But before he could even examine the mountain spires around them, Senka led him through the cloud layer. Theo switched to his gravitational senses, though it wasn't as natural as he'd hoped. His intellectual awareness of points of mass was always overlapping with strange tingling sensations over his skin.
"You actually know what we're looking for," Senka whispered in his ear, "you just don't know it."
"Did you revert to your cursed form?"
"Fumpet. Just feel out the area and search for sublime beasts."
Unlike most areas beneath the clouds, which were gentle valleys between mountains, here the cliffs descended on and on. Disoriented by the weirkey travel, Theo wasn't sure if they bored directly into the heart of Noven or if this region just had an absurdly high cloud layer. When his senses fell away into the depths he shifted uncomfortably, imagining some beast crawling from the heart of Noven...
But what he was searching for was nowhere near that deep. He noticed it almost coincidentally: annoying little flecks of mass that distracted him from examining the caves within the cliffs. It was only after trying to filter them out of his senses that he realized they were exactly what Senka had told him to look for.
"Wheel beasts can live below the clouds?" he asked Senka. She shrugged from his shoulder.
"I've been trying to remember their locations ever since you started rambling on about lighteggs. As far as I know, they're not related at all. Some people tried to interbreed them in my era and failed. But they have the same bodies and they process sublime materials in exactly the same way."
"Must be convergent evolution."
"Alright, now you're the one babbling nonsense."
Theo was curious how "convergent evolution" had been soul translated, but he was more interested in the potential rewards. He began flying closer to the caves where he felt the majority of them flying. "So we're here because they create... not lighteggs, I suppose?"
"Their name is 'darkeggs' and I'm sure it sounds pretty blunt via soul translation." Senka sighed from his shoulder. "Every word gets rendered so ugly on the other side. Noveni languages are really beautiful, in my opinion, but in other worlds it's all 'gold this' and 'light that'."
They didn't banter any further, as they instead tried to hunt for mature sublime beasts within the caverns. Once he got closer, Theo could feel the wheel beasts in better detail: just like the ones he knew, they were glistening wheels surrounding a floating core. Their behavior was a little different, including swarming at him until he warded them off with a point of anti-mass.
Senka offered her suggestions for hunting them, but she wouldn't have needed to. Just months ago, Theo had needed to rely on Guchiro. Now he had a plethora of options: many of his gravitational skills could capture the wheel beasts and even his raw speed was enough to catch them. Soon enough he managed to get his hands on a freshly completed darkegg.
"This one isn't bad." Theo hefted it in his hands and wished that he could examine it with his eyes, but she'd already warned him that could damage the shell. "I don't need this anymore, but you're thinking of it for Fiyu?"
"At minimum." Senka hovered away and grabbed one of the flying beasts he'd already driven to exhaustion. It struggled wildly as she plucked at its wings. "Your use for them actually wasn't known in my time, or at least I hadn't heard of it. They have much less dramatic uses at higher tiers. But since I've actually found a region where they haven't all been taken, I figured we should harvest more."
"Yeah, we might as well." Theo wrapped sublime cloth around the darkegg and then began hunting for perfect eggs. "Why is this region abandoned, by the way?"
"Other than the lack of ground? It's hard to build a civilization between cliffs."
"Surely some soulcrafters from nearby regions must hunt here for materials."
"Well, that might have more to do with the much nastier sublime beasts that feed on the darkeggs normally. You probably don't want to stay here too long, by the way."
Despite Senka's warning, they had time to find two more high quality darkeggs before Theo thought they had fully searched the region. That left him with three powerful but potentially useless artifacts. He wouldn't get any benefit from further saturating his soulhome, Fiyu using multiple would be overkill, and it wasn't clear if Nauda could use them at all. Still, it was a benefit he hadn't expected.
Theo used weirkey-skipping to return himself to a space above the clouds, since it felt better than hovering over the bottomless depths. He realized that Senka hadn't seemed even slightly troubled by the darkness and wondered if that was related to her curse or in spite of it.
"I'm not even done!" Senka grinned triumphantly. "I've been searching and found not one, but two sublime materials that still exist from my memories and aren't tightly controlled. You still have stone from Fithe, but you'll need bricks for higher tiers, right?"
"Unless I start building walls from dreams and pixie dust." Theo answered automatically and then wondered if "pixie dust" would make any sense. Judging from how Senka rolled her eyes, it communicated clearly enough. Normally he avoided Earth phrases he thought wouldn't translate, but they tended to slip out with Senka.
"At certain points on Noven, there are living mountains that grow powerful sublime materials. I managed to find some that aren't being mined. After that I don't have anything for you, but I think you'll be pleased."
They teleported across the world yet again and emerged in another cloudless region. As far as Theo could see, there weren't any mountains. The rises around them could barely be considered hills.
"Behold," Senka said with her arms thrown wide, "the mightiest mountains in all Noven!"
"Uh... maybe they look big to someone as small as you, but-"
"Shut it, fumpet! I insist that you start breaking apart rocks for me to eat. Like there, that one."
Ignoring her mocking, Theo cast a torsion bolt at one of the gentle hills. It proved much tougher than he expected, despite the fact that he didn't sense any strong sublime materials. He flew lower and began drilling into the top more carefully while using a gravitational field to lift away the material.
"I actually wasn't sporping with you," Senka explained as he worked. "These humble hills are actually some of the most ancient mountains on all Noven. They only appear this way because time and tide have-"
"Time and erosion ground them down, right?" Theo had already put it together. "We have those on my world too. The highest mountains are actually the newest and some of the hills were ancient mountains."
"Your world takes all the fun out of obscure secrets." Despite her scowl, Senka seemed to be enjoying herself. "It looks like you understand, then. These mountains have been building sublime materials in their cores for eons, but they're contained within layers of weaker materials and dead stone. Apparently that secret has been lost in the modern world."
Theo finally broke through to a more potent sublime material and floated lower to examine it. Instead of just one type of stone, there appeared to be powerful fragments of different types. They proved more durable than the outer layers of rock, however, and he struggled to extract many. It took bombarding the surface with rocks accelerated by gravity to get deeper.
Eventually he had about as many sublime stones as he could easily keep in his vestibule, but there hadn't been anything truly exceptional. He thought about teasing Senka over it and realized just how easily they'd fallen into that pattern. Not sure how he felt about that, he decided to stay practical.
"These are good construction materials, but nothing that could serve as a central material."
"Of course the most valuable ones are at the core, idiot." Senka rolled her eyes. "Can you really not dig deeper than this?"
"I could lift the rocks higher, but they're starting to break apart against the materials." Theo peered down at the small mountain they had cracked open to examine the surface underneath the rubble. "Whatever that dark stone is, it would make a good material for buildings in the physical world, because I don't think I can get through it easily."
"Sometimes I forget you're just an Authority. Here, let me..."
He thought Senka was mocking him at first, but when he glanced toward her, she actually had a strangely wistful expression on her face. Theo wasn't sure what she meant, so he just waited while Senka floated down to the damaged area.
She took a deep breath and began gathering cantae. A sphere began to grow beneath her... and kept growing. Theo's eyes widened as he realized that it wasn't a technique, just raw power being filtered through her curse.
At the last second, the cantae went through some kind of phase shift and became far more intense. It shot down in the same instant and impacted on the mountain, sending shockwaves in all directions. Theo barely saw it, because releasing the blast sent Senka flying uncontrollably into the air.
Slowing her with a gravitational field would have made the most sense, but Theo instinctively flew after her. Senka appeared to be unconscious after releasing the blast and hung limply in his arms. After the Archive of Misery, she had said that she would be able to perform one attack. He had been expecting a cantae bolt, not the devastation underneath him.
Because Senka was still unconscious, Theo drifted into the crater. The tough layer that he'd been struggling to break had certainly been shattered and currently lay all across the gentle hills. Theo decided to leave the rubble and focus on the center. Deeper than the rest, somewhat buried by rocks that had fallen into the crater, he could sense something far more powerful.
Lifting the rubble away was easy enough, then Theo descended to their prize. It looked like a lumpy gray rock about the size of his head, but it pulsed with cantae. He'd encountered many sublime stones that formed perfect spheres or glowed with power. This one outclassed all of them.
"Tah-dah..." Senka said weakly. "A mountainheart. Hope it was worth it."
"This is powerful. Maybe too powerful... I'm not sure I can use this in my soulhome."
"Well it's all I've got, nlermit. Be grateful."
"I'm more worried about the blast." Theo felt awkward carrying her around but she didn't seem capable of hovering, so he set her in the air and pinned her in place with an anchoring point - those had strengthened as well. "You've been capable of that ever since the Archive?"
"Apparently so. It got away from me." Senka looked weary and he saw that her eyes and nose were leaking blood like they hadn't in some time. "I can't do that again for a while... and maybe in the future I should tone it down..."
Left unsaid was the fact that the blast only represented a crippled fraction of her former power. He didn't often think about how Senka had once been a soulcrafter beyond Dominion, but as he stood in the remains of a mountain, it couldn't be denied.
It also made things awkward between them, so he switched tactics. "Don't fall asleep yet. I wanted to ask you about something called the Artisans' Gallery."
"Never saw anything like that in my time, but I heard about it while stealing blook." Senka wiped at the blood, but more continued pouring out. "It's the best way to get soulcrafters to make things for you, but you need permission. If you can't use the mountainheart... that's probably your next best bet."
Since it looked like she really was fading, Theo let her down. She promptly spat a rock into his face and skipped off, but he wasn't even angry. Not with the mountainheart pulsing in his hands.
It took some effort to get it into his soulhome, leaving both his physical and spiritual hands bloody. Within, the cantae it put off scraped against his barrier walls and would definitely destroy any room he tried to place it inside. Theo settled for packing it within the lesser sublime stones from the mountain and then put the whole thing inside one of his containment chests. That would be very useful... eventually.
In the meantime, he had decisions to make. Most likely, it was time to talk to Ractifus Terefilia.




Chapter 38

Throughout his life, Guchiro had escorted and educated many wards. The process hadn't involved this much chaperoning until Ward Fiyu had pulled him into new complications across the Nine Worlds.
Guchiro didn't mind waiting by the sleigh, strictly speaking. He had been speaking to some of the guards working for the Wakespire, as well as some of the artisans who worked on the spire itself, and all of them had given him new information that required thought. His instincts told him that an essential fact was missing: the lineagegem was a powerful enough material to be worth sacrificing social bonds, but the strategies he observed remained irrational.
Currently Associate Nauda was meeting with Unknown Ractifus Terefilia, who was one of the uncertain variables. Guchiro had thoroughly investigated him along with the other princes when he had interrupted the judgment of his ward and his senses had proved Unknown Ractifus to be a competent but unremarkable Authority. It was entirely possible that he wanted nothing more than to acquire wealth and power. If so, Guchiro did not approve of forming an alliance with him.
Judging from the manner in which Associate Nauda walked from the palace, that was what had just happened.
"We have his approval," the young Tatian woman said. "He'll give us the key just before the last Wakespire starts, but meanwhile he's opened the city to us. I have an address for some soulcrafters who can do the work we need."
"Then let us go." Guchiro listened to the address and then directed the sleigh toward the artisan district. Bright as Noven was, he'd been impressed by how it managed to incorporate sublime material crafting even at lower tiers.
It was improbable that Associate Nauda would remain silent for the entire journey. Without turning his head, Guchiro examined her again while she sat nervously. She was a talented soulcrafter and unquestionably passionate about Ward Fiyu, but those factors could only make up for so much. Standing back and letting his ward make her own mistakes was one of the most difficult decisions he'd ever needed to make.
He could feel the question working its way out of her: it started by shifting her feet, clenched the muscles through her back, and wormed its way through her jaw. Eventually she overcame her intimidation and, as had been inevitable, started a conversation.
"Ractifus did say that his permission might not be enough," Associate Nauda said. "Apparently the best artisans won't work for anyone without a high enough ranking. Have you ever been given an Authority class?"
"I had no choice but to receive one during my investigations," Guchiro said. "I am labeled an Authority 3rd class."
"And what are you really?"
It was a sharper question than he had anticipated, one of many promising glimmers in Associate Nauda. Then again, linguistic ambiguity was a more common tool across the Nine Worlds than many Ichili believed. Or perhaps she simply had observed enough powerful soulcrafters to make her own estimates. In any case, the question was worth a real answer.
"I would be an Authority, 1st class by their scale," Guchiro said. "This is nothing to boast of. They have optimized their rankings to measure the progress of average soulcrafters."
"Well, all that matters for the artisan is your official rank." Associate Nauda looked over at him, as other species couldn't help but do. "I've never gotten a Ruler ranking here because it didn't seem worth it. Is that scale the same?"
"More or less."
"And how would you rate us? I assume Fiyu should be a Ruler, 1st class."
"She is." Guchiro could feel all he needed with his senses, but he made eye contact to investigate how she would react. To her credit, Associate Nauda did not flinch and appeared ready for truth. "You would be a Ruler 4th class. Your blueprint is superior to most of those here, so if you completed your current soulcrafting, you could potentially reach Ruler 2nd class."
The Tatian woman sighed and her muscles eased as if she had been expecting that. "I was hoping I could catch up, but I think even Authority won't be enough."
"If you do not rush your next ascension, it will amend much of the damage and you will be capable of facing most Authorities. But your soulhome delays its cohesion until higher tiers, so you will not reach your full potential until Stronghold. Until that time, you would not be among the elites of your tier."
"But I could?" To her credit, Associate Nauda didn't explode with effusive emotions. She also hadn't used the fact that he was an Authority against him, as some petty individuals might have.
Guchiro paused before answering. In his role as a guardian, he did not want to encourage the Tatian woman, since she would only rush in order to remain closer to Ward Fiyu. But as a relative, he had pledged to Ward Fiyu that he would assist her companions. To give anything other than an honest answer would be to betray her trust.
"You might," Guchiro said simply. It wasn't flattery, but Associate Nauda understood his manner of speaking enough that she was very pleased. Unfortunately, it seemed like she took this interaction as a sign that their relationship had become closer.
"Is it okay if I ask you a question? There's something I've been wondering about, but everyone else already seems to understand and I feel bad not knowing."
"You may ask."
"How does an Ethereal Floor function, on a soulcrafting level? I was taught it's the counterpart to a Corporeal Floor and I saw a few, but they were never explained. After seeing Nifanos use hers, I can't believe they're not more common."
"They are not widely explained because soulcrafters do not wish to reveal their downsides." Despite himself, Guchiro immediately slipped back into the role of an elder relative teaching a ward. "The cantae of an Ethereal Floor is isolated from the rest of the soulhome and richly saturated. It cannot be accessed normally and is difficult to control. When it is tapped, it produces a temporary state that greatly amplifies a soulcrafter's abilities."
"How? You mean like the more intense cantae we've seen Nifanos use?"
"There are many effects depending on what the Floor's chambers contain. A different soulcrafter with defensive chambers might instead enter a nearly invincible state. But regardless of the design, when those rooms are emptied, the state is lost and the chambers are useless. They require much longer to fill than other chambers and their cantae cannot be tapped for other uses, so they are also a limitation."
"So incredible temporary power at a cost. Huh." Associate Nauda sat back and considered it, but she was clever enough that it did not take her long. "Could someone just use the cantae from their Ethereal Floor for individual attacks? Only draw on it when they want to deal damage, I mean."
"This is a common thought, but is a mistake to attempt it. The process of tapping the Ethereal Floor is itself expensive, so each activation substantially reduces the amount of cantae you have available. It would be a very inefficient way to soulcraft a powerful technique."
"I see the downsides, but I'm still surprised they aren't more common."
"Soulcrafting always depends on sublime materials, thus their accessibility varies between worlds." Guchiro recognized that he had said more than was necessary, but he remembered his promise to his ward and decided to continue. "Some regions of Fithe have more ethereal materials, but the Norron continent contains few. They do possess more materials appropriate for a Corporeal Floor, which is a common trade-off."
"Is there anywhere that's rich in ethereal materials and scarce in corporeal ones?"
"Of course. But if you want an answer in the broadest terms, Corporeal Floors are very rare on Siata. I am not intimately familiar with your home world. Allies inform me that Tatian has some of both, but is severely lacking in sublime materials suitable to Immortality Conduits..."
They continued speaking on their way to the artisan quarter. Associate Nauda was an able student and Guchiro couldn't help but wonder what she might have been if she had been raised in a different culture. In any case, she was now better informed and a more capable ally for his ward.
In the end, his rank was not requested and so the entire conversation had been unnecessary. Just the reputation of the Terefilia lineage was enough for Associate Nauda to convince the artisans to accept her commission. She was able to collaborate with a sublime seamstress who appeared quite capable and greatly enhanced the exterior glove she wore. They were also able to purchase sublime materials to improve her soulhome chamber devoted to the armament, thus binding it to her more surely.
Again, a more capable ally. Guchiro had no investment in the matter beyond that.
With her improved armament, Associate Nauda was eager to train. Guchiro escorted her to an appropriate institution for such things and then returned to their current camp. He instinctively surrounded himself by a sphere of stealth, so he was unobserved when he approached and discovered that a conversation was already underway.
Associate Theo had just returned from another trip and, after a brief greeting to Ward Fiyu, focused on his soulcrafting. His work had been exceptional, and their conversations about higher floor designs had showed a keen soulcrafting mind. Guchiro kept the thought to himself, but he felt that Associate Theo would have been a less dangerous partner for his ward. The outsider was less likely to harm his ward accidentally... though the possibility that he would do so intentionally remained.
Unusually, it was Unknown Senka who was engaging his ward. Guchiro frowned and extended his senses to observe the conversation more closely.
"Anyway, I got you something!" Unknown Senka held a bundle containing a sublime material over her head triumphantly. "You can feel it through the cloth, right? This is a darkegg!"
"The equivalent from underneath the clouds? I understand." Ward Fiyu had been on her guard ever since Unknown Senka began the conversation.
"When I saw you couldn't use the lightegg, I knew exactly what would be more appropriate for you. You're growing roses in your foundation, right? If your foundation absorbs this, they'll grow much stronger, I guarantee it."
"It is a valuable gift. Thank you, Senka."
Ward Fiyu was making little effort to hide her feelings, even as she accepted the bundle. Unknown Senka was harder to read, especially given her unnatural body, but the shift in the position of her neck suggested she understood. After a short pause, the small creature left his ward alone.
Guchiro's senses tracked Unknown Senka closely. He was aware of many mysteries across the the Nine Worlds and beyond, more than an Authority would be expected to understand. But he had never witnessed someone who had been cursed in such a manner. All he had been able to glean from analyzing her soul was that it was an ordinary soulhome with the foundation distorted, crushing the rest into a compact sphere. A strange and devastating condition.
Beyond that, there was a distinct malice to her, especially when no one was looking at her. Guchiro was very familiar with his ward's dislike and he did not believe he was being unduly influenced. His instincts told him that Unknown Senka was perhaps a greater threat to his ward's personal development than any of the others.
The accident that had taken Ward Fiyu away from him had complicated her adulthood immensely. And yet, when he saw her working alongside her companions, he wondered if a solitary life on Ichil would not have robbed her of something.
Ward Fiyu could already have forced her way to Authority in an emergency, and she was drawing closer to the point where she was truly ready. Using the darkegg would be no great challenge for her. He wondered what she would think once he told her his true plans for her ascension.




Chapter 39

The Artisans' Gallery was the first time that Nauda felt like Ugustial actually had a community. She had expected a single palace to be converted to some sort of private event, but instead there were people dancing in the streets. Every part of the city seemed to be celebrating as a surprising number of artists brought out their wares.
They ranged from glorious statues of gold to amateurish wooden carvings. For once, despite the egos of the artists who vied for the top positions, no one seemed to care. Everyone was out celebrating, not just the princes of the city. From her conversations with Isorales, it was actually a public holiday and the Noveni equivalent of a festival.
Of course, Nauda and her allies needed to spend almost all their time in just a single one of the palaces playing politics. In addition to all the citizen artists, there were many professional soulcrafters looking to sell items that were both beautiful and powerful.
"There are a great many people," Fiyu said when they first entered. She had already placed herself behind Nauda and Theo.
"I think they must have been watching the Wakespire," Theo said. He was chewing on his lip the way he did when he was frustrated with himself. "I should have known that an event this expensive would involve everyone. This is a layer of the contest I hadn't considered because I was so absorbed with the scoring."
"Well, you win in the same way, don't you?" That was all Nauda could do to encourage Theo, so she turned to Fiyu. "If you don't want to be so surrounded, Fiyu, why don't you look for the more powerful artisans? There must be a few Authorities looking to sell sublime artifacts."
"I will do this." Fiyu nodded and then promptly disappeared. It seemed she planned to avoid not only attention, but even being seen.
For her part, Nauda wasn't comfortable being the center of attention, but wasn't too disturbed by it. Unlike Theo, she had expected that the lower classes of the city must have been following the competition. Even in the worst communities, everyone paid attention to the most powerful soulcrafters because they were part of the military. Noven was so concerned with status and glory that she'd guessed that everyone concerned themselves with the elites.
While walking through the streets, Nauda had spoken to some local Noveni and found out that the Wakespire brought a lot of guests to the city. Guests meant profits, so they were all very busy. Now it seemed like the artistic classes of the city had been busy as well, because they were coming out to try to give their best work to the contestants.
"Nauda!" A younger Noveni man gestured to her with a broad grin and beckoned her closer. "You've done so well in the Wakespire, we all wanted to carve you!"
She smiled automatically and looked past the young man. On the table behind him there was a life-sized statue of her made from gold. It was a bit exaggerated, and her staff had three tines for some reason, but it looked like he was very proud of it.
"It's very good," Nauda said.
"Would you like it?" The young man seemed a bit too eager and Nauda hesitated before giving her instinctive response.
"She hasn't seen everything yet." Isorales appeared beside her, looking resplendent in a blue wrap. Even his wings had golden armor running along their upper edges. He touched her arm and guided her away, and since she trusted him more than the random sculptor, Nauda followed.
"Was I not supposed to accept his gift?" she asked once they were out of hearing range.
"It wasn't a gift." Isorales glanced at her and shook his head. "I thought you might not have an Artisans' Gallery in your home world, but I guess things are even more different than I thought. He was trying to sell you the sculpture, or even get you to be his patron for future works."
"Oh." Suddenly the man's smile, and his sculpture's exaggerations, seemed much less benign. "That's why they're all here?"
"For those who don't have the ability to fight, this is their only way of earning the best sublime materials. Expect to receive more offers like that. Since you're foreign, you're not a good long term patron, but you might earn them more notoriety. Creating work for a famous foreigner would stand out compared to all the Noveni."
The sculpture proved to be the first of many. Not only statues, but paintings and vases and dresses and even crowns of flowers. Almost all of them were created from sublime materials and the artisans had made a decent effort of using materials that would match what they knew of her soulhome. A group of women offered Nauda a painting of herself carrying a baby and she no idea what that was supposed to mean or why they would consider it flattering. Regardless, they charged a price as high as all the others.
More than anything, the whole spectacle disturbed her. Nauda had wanted to enjoy a community coming together, not to be a public figure who others wanted to exploit for profit. Even though some of them seemed to mean well, she found herself refusing every offer.
It was a good thing that Fiyu had escaped, because she would have been dismayed by the chaos. Irritatingly, Theo seemed to be enjoying it. As the leader of their team, he received an unusually large amount of attention. He was soaking it up, easily playing the crowd with tales of the Wakespire. Well, he could handle it for all of them.
Just when Nauda was beginning to think the entire event would be a waste, they reached the end of one hallway. Isorales stepped into a little shop run by an old woman and Nauda realized that they hadn't been wandering aimlessly. He emerged carrying a necklace: a band of sublime leather with a bead of gold at the end. It seemed ordinary enough until Nauda saw the intricate carvings covering the surface: they were her own warding symbols.
"I, uh, I had this made to thank you for helping me." Isorales thrust it forward awkwardly. "I saw that you used armaments, so I asked Theo some soulcrafting questions. He said that you might want something to improve your warding technique, so..."
Unlike the dead gold that formed most of Ugustial, the necklace actually had an inviting warmth to its luster. The wards were all correct, too. Theo must have done more than simply provide suggestions: the armament would fit well on the third floor of her staff tower.
That hadn't been her original plan, but it was a good suggestion. Heart chamber on the ground floor, three technique rooms above, then three secondary armament rooms. This necklace could easily join her notemeralds and nullstone glove, which would be a nice balance. If even Theo approved, she must not be overloading on armaments.
"Thank you, Isorales. This is very thoughtful."
"Uh, may I?" He awkwardly held up the necklace and she wasn't sure how to refuse, so she let him clasp it around her neck. "I hope it's useful. If anything isn't right, just tell me and I can have the original artisans rework it."
"I think this will be fine. Again, I'm very grateful." Nauda smiled at him, but she thought she had seen something out of the corner of her eye. Fiyu, or just her imagination?
~ ~ ~
The Artisans' Gallery was an insidious lesson in who he really was. For a very brief time, Theo had thought that he might enjoy the praise and attention. For a little longer after that, he had hoped to meet talented young artisans who could be allies in the future. For the entire rest of the time, he'd realized that this was the opposite of what he wanted.
After interacting mostly with Fiyu and Nauda, or Navim and Krikree, or even House Blacksilver, he had thought he might have regained his old friendliness. Being surrounded by so many people proved how wrong he was. He hated how transparent they all were, how thickly they spread on flattery, how they wanted to leech at his time. One more old dream of the Nine Worlds that wasn't what he'd expected.
But Theo was also an old man and his misanthropy was shielded by layers of politeness. So he flashed a smile, welcomed the crowds, and played the game. They'd recently established that political allies might be more important than new sublime materials at this stage, so he didn't want to offend anyone.
Not that there weren't materials on display. Theo was offered some surprisingly well-designed armaments as well as crafted materials. None of them really understood his gravity blueprint, but they had apparently heard about his performance in the Wakespire and they made approximations. If he'd bought every single thing thrust at him, he could have filled two soulhomes with his own face.
Instead, Theo only gave funding to the artisans he thought displayed actual talent. They didn't try to flatter him, just offered up works of soulcrafting. Most likely, none of the sculptures or armaments they offered would take a real place in his soulhome. But they weren't charging that much, and he would have little use for local money after the Wakespire was over. Best to spend it making friends with artisan soulcrafters who might be useful allies in the future.
"Ractifus Terefilia has something for you as well." The voice that cut through the crowds was another messenger from the dark-winged lineage. With a flourish, the messenger unveiled a richly-painted portrait of Theo standing atop a mountain.
"That's... very good." Theo complimented it like all the rest, but he was actually taken aback. The frame, the canvas, the paints - all were sublime materials. Combined with a surprisingly good portrait of him, it was definitely the most powerful item he'd been offered. He should have been happy, but there was something a little off about his face in the portrait...
"The Terefilia lineage has no need for money," the messenger said, "so consider this a gift to congratulate you for your performance."
Which was a transparent way of reminding Theo where his loyalties should lie. Ractifus had gotten them into the Artisans' Gallery, but didn't want them getting swept up their celebrity. It was an effective gesture, so Theo withdrew for a moment to carry it into his soulhome along with all the other items he'd purchased.
Since no one could see his spirit's expression, he glowered at the pile of junk. None of it was strong enough for his soulhome except maybe the portrait, which still bothered him in a way he couldn't put his finger on. Maybe he just didn't want to devote his soulhome to glorifying himself. His ego was already big enough.
To sort through his thoughts, Theo began to dismantle the sublime materials. Most he simply threw into his singularity, making the whole process a slightly expensive way of feeding it. One young woman who had been pretending to be infatuated with him had given him a sculpture with ridiculously large sapphires for eyes... those were actually powerful. He didn't know what he would use them for, but they could be re-used. Piece by piece, he set aside the valuable remnants and consumed the rest until he was left with the portrait.
He had yet to resolve his design problems. Designing a decent blueprint was easy, and he probably could have done better than most of the Authorities he met just throwing together materials. A common Noveni blueprint seemed to be an art gallery, just chaining enhancements from sublime art. That was fine if Authority was your final goal, but Theo needed an extraordinary blueprint that could take him much further, and so far he hadn't developed anything to his satisfaction.
"You're enjoying yourself too much."
A harsh voice in the physical world. Theo snapped back to look.
"The only reason you've done this well is that the spire wasn't prepared for your foreign skills." It was one of the Dortorus Authorities, not one Theo had marked very clearly. A Noveni man much like any other, except for the scorn on his face. "If you ever fought us fairly, you'd lose."
"This is my first Wakespire," Theo said with a smile for the crowd. "I've done the best I could. Sorry about the dueling chamber, by the way."
"No more tricks!" The man grabbed the front of Theo's shirt. "Let's duel, here and now, and let them all see how well you do with your skill alone!"
More than anything, Theo just felt tired. He didn't want to fight this idiot child with a chip on his shoulder. It was crystal clear that this was one of the weaker Authorities in the group, desperate to gain clout with the assembled artisans. Most likely he was feeling a toxic mix of jealousy and envy as outsiders took all the glory he thought he deserved.
But the crowds were cheering and the artisans were watching, so Theo grinned and said "Alright, let's fight."
He had assumed the duel would be scheduled for a later date, but the crowds roared and swept around them right then. Theo and the Dortorus Authority were nearly carried from the main hallway filled with artists, and they soon arrived at an empty room. It might have been a designated dueling chamber, judging from the circles inscribed on the floor, but it might also have simply been the first area free of artisans. Here they could fight without destroying months of work.
"You and me, just our cantae, no destructive skills." The Dortorus Authority stepped into the circle and began pacing. He withdrew a spear from his soulhome and thrust it in Theo's direction, which didn't seem fair at all. "I am Anglius Dortorus, Authority 9th class! Face me, if you dare!"
"I'm an 8th class Authority," Theo said mildly, "but I'll see what I can do."
Fortunately, his opponent was broadcasting his soulhome for all to see. It might have been intended as an intimidation tactic, but he shouldn't have been proud. He wasn't pathetic, just... underwhelming.
The man had truly ascended to Authority instead of cheating his way there. Some of his foundation had been a little scorched and there were signs of repaired cracks, but he had managed the ascension smoothly enough. His soulcrafting was simply adequate, no more. An inherited blueprint with decent but simple cantae flow. Assorted Noveni sublime materials that didn't follow any particular theme. Secondary soulcrafting that was more afterthought than supportive. The man wasn't a failure, but dozens of sloppy decisions he'd made were now coming due.
"This is your end!" The Noveni rushed toward him, spear held high, and for the first time since he returned to the Nine Worlds, Theo wasn't particularly concerned about an Authority-tier soulcrafter.
His enhancement chambers were nothing special, but they let him slide away from the spear thrusting at his face. Theo cast several torsion bolts at close range, rapid fire, using them like extensions of his fist. The Authority began burning cantae wildly and rushed at him, throwing all his weight into the charge.
Theo set his feet for show, but the real shift was his techniques: he cast an anchoring point and a mass point on himself. With the two combined, he might as well have been rooted in place. He probably could have stood still and just let the man crash into him. Instead, Theo grabbed his arm and hurled him overhead to slam to the floor.
Around the edges of the room, the crowds cheered wildly. Theo wasn't really thinking about his victory at all, just pondering that he should use the same combined technique on Nauda. If she could adapt to it, that would be a good match for her melee abilities.
The Authority groaned on his back and tried to get back to his feet. He might have been able to fight a little longer, but the crowd made it clear that the duel was over. An older man walked into the dueling circle and grabbed Theo's hand.
"Victory to the foreign Authority!" He raised Theo's hand for the crowds. "And I must say, 8th class is much too low. I'm a lesser judge and I'll see about having you raised to 7th class."
"That's very kind of you," Theo said blandly.
"Now, while I have your attention... my daughter is a spirit tailor and you really must see her work..."
As he stared at the cheering crowds, Theo abruptly realized what was wrong. He politely excused himself and retreated to the hallway before entering his soulhome. Soon enough, he was facing his brand new portrait.
The arrogant expression he wore in the painting might have been who he actually was, but it wasn't who he wanted to be. Surely there couldn't be any real pride in the painting itself. Even if his portrait looked contemptuous, the sublime materials would still strengthen him. And yet having this symbol in his soul felt wrong in a way he couldn't shake off.
Theo hurled the portrait into his singularity and watched as it was torn apart. A waste from a purely rational angle, but the right decision. He plastered on a smile and stepped back out to face the crowds.
~ ~ ~
The Artisans' Gallery was utterly horrible. Not only were there people everywhere, they all knew what she looked like. Being aware that others would watch her performance in the Wakespire was nothing like seeing her face all over the halls.
And they were looking for her. She wasn't sure exactly what they intended to do, perhaps force her to sit and let them paint pictures of her or something equally miserable. Fortunately, none of them were capable of finding her while she was wrapped in her stealth technique. So long as she avoided the busiest sections, she would not be found.
Since she could not help her companions with the crowds, Fiyu did her best to fulfill her promise and investigate more powerful artisans. It was unusual to see so many Rulers who had dedicated themselves to the arts; on Ichil such an artisan could have commanded incredible prices. But even here, the ranks quickly thinned.
Judging from observations and overheard conversations, Authority artisans could be found here, but wouldn't lower themselves to beg. Getting involved with the Wakespire at all was seen as slightly distasteful, a strategy for young and hungry artists as opposed to those best established. Beyond that, there were barely any works created by Strongholds. Some spoke in whispered tones about work by Acquaintance Isorales's grandfather, but it could not be purchased at any price.
So her efforts were mostly wasted. In the end, Fiyu was very grateful when the others finally emerged and they could all go home. To her surprise, Friend Theo floated several works of art along with him, all portraying her.
"These are the worthwhile ones," he said. "I don't imagine you want them, but they did their level best to use the darkest and coldest materials on Noven. Some of them might be useful to you if you want more diversity in secondary materials."
"That was thoughtful, thank you." Fiyu accepted the gifts, but she was more concerned about what she had seen while exploring the Gallery.
On their way back, they discussed the event and its consequences. Fiyu mostly remained quiet except to share her disappointing results. Once they finally got back, she was able to isolate Friend Nauda and speak to her in private.
"I saw that Isorales gave you a gift," Fiyu said. She had resisted staring at the necklace, but her senses flowed over the delicately carved lines. "Does it have a special meaning?"
"This? No, no!" Friend Nauda lifted it from her skin as if she'd forgotten about it. "Just thanks for our help."
"I wish to say... I saw that the two of you were close before. May I ask..." Fiyu wasn't sure how to finish her sentence. She was horribly inexperienced with such things. Fortunately, it seemed that Friend Nauda was more familiar with affairs of the heart, because she understood instantly.
"Fiyu, don't even think it... I felt sorry for Isorales and wanted to help him get through his personal issues. I don't feel anything for him. The necklace was just a gift, nothing more."
"Oh. That is good." Fiyu smiled broadly as she reordered her past memories. Friend Nauda was indeed very compassionate toward anyone struggling, and her Tatian mannerisms made her very familiar with them. But now she had told Fiyu that the gift meant nothing, so she could put it out of her mind.
Friend Theo had given her some sublime materials that could help her put the finishing touches on her soulhome. It was Friend Nauda who had helped her more by removing the doubts and conflicts in her mind. Fiyu began humming as she set to work. It would not be long now.




Chapter 40

When Senka had said they were going somewhere different, Theo had barely blinked. He'd seen many alien worlds, plus over the past two months he'd explored diverse corners of Noven. After jungle mountains and desert in the clouds, it seemed unlikely that any landscape could really surprise him.
He was right: the difference was in the people.
The Noveni who lived in the cloudless plain looked similar enough to the rest when it came to their main bodies, except for nearly all having gray eyes. But instead of four to eight feathery wings, each had four enormous extensions of bone on their backs. The skeleton wings appeared able to move just as easily as flesh ones, though they didn't seem capable of flight. He wasn't entirely sure what good they were, though he'd seen one Ruler with vicious-looking metal spikes attached to her wings.
"I wish only to travel through your lands," Theo said to the group. He kept his fists together in the position Senka had shown him. "I require no food or supplies and intend to take nothing that is owned by another."
"Then go in peace. We need not meet again." The lead soulcrafter mirrored his fists, then the whole group moved away. That left him, in theory, able to search without causing any trouble.
So he turned back to the plain and began investigating the cache that theoretically existed somewhere within. Though this part of Noven didn't seem to have any mountains, it had a ridiculously large number of hills. The plain that had appeared flat from above was practically an ocean storm frozen into land. It could take a while if Senka couldn't guide him further.
She finally popped out from behind one of the hills. "Sounds like you got permission."
"That's what I got from them." Theo shrugged. "Is it really that easy?"
"They're just sensitive about people running around on their land. Oh, and they eat people who don't obey their laws."
"I don't think they do."
"Sporp, I'm losing my touch." Senka hovered up to land on his shoulder. "Yeah, the people here are pretty normal in most respects. I mean, they will come kill you if you attack them, but is that really so different from anywhere else?"
"Any other rules I need to know? And no more lies."
"Well, if I can't lie, then I don't have anything."
They embarked on their search for Senka's cache, weaving around the hills as she did her best to search her memories. Theo did wonder if there was a special reason that she didn't want to meet with them, since she'd stuck with him in almost every other region. He suspected that she might simply have been viewed as suspicious, given how skeptical the locals had been of him. If he hadn't been an Authority, they might have tried to force him out before he could give an explanation.
"You know," Theo said while they searched, "you have an awful lot of these caches."
"What can I say? I was a paranoid gurfoop." Senka's face screwed up strangely, almost like her cursed self. "I think I had a lot of enemies. My memory is still fuzzy on the details, but I definitely thought I had a lot of enemies, and I don't think I was wrong about that."
"Enemies who could destroy your entire organization by bending space, or enemies who just didn't like the look of your face?"
"Couldn't tell you, other than obviously not the latter, because my face is flawless. Oh, hey, hey, over there! I'm pretty sure that's it."
The hill she directed him to was pretty similar to all the others. Only as he circled around it did Theo realize that one side was unusually flat. It was overgrown with the gray moss that seemed to grow all over the hills, much like the other surfaces. When he brushed it off, he didn't reveal anything in particular. It seemed like normal earth.
"You need to hit it hard. Full power."
Theo sighed and drew on his full singularity. Humming with his new Authority-tier cantae, he could really output a lot of force. He sent it all in a raw cantae bolt against the flat surface, expecting it to explode. Instead the entire hill glowed the same color as his cantae, then part of the flat surface sloughed off.
Behind the dirt lay a wall of dark slate. Complex engravings wove their way all through the center, tied to some sort of defensive mechanism. It reminded him most of the vault door in the Chasm of Lamentations. If the requirements to open this one were as elaborate, they were going to have a problem. Senka ran her hands over the surface with a faint smile.
"I remember creating this... it doesn't look like it's been tampered with, but someone who was good enough could have reset the mechanism." Senka floated back and gestured to one of the points. "Alright, you need to make your cantae flow through this exact pattern. It's similar to what Tythes made you do."
"I was just thinking about that. Is this using the same technology?"
"Probably not exactly the same, but from what I saw of the door, it looked pretty similar. There are only so many ways you can use cantae to make a lock, after all. Now hurry up, don't make me get too excited for another empty vault."
Theo followed her instructions and was surprised by how difficult it was to push through the pattern. If his cantae had still been gaseous, the pressure would have instantly swept it out. When he finally felt something shift within the stone, he breathed a sigh of relief. The slate split in half, began to pull open... and stopped with just an inch between the doors.
"Right, you have to push it open." Senka experimentally nudged the slate and shook her head. "I'll have to leave that to you."
It took all his strength just to budge the slate doors a little at a time. He had multiple suns behind him, so the light poured inside and illuminated stairs downwards. They appeared to be surrounded on all sides by stone the same quality as the entrance slate, so there wouldn't be any way to get into the vault from the side. There was dust all over the steps, but that had been the case for most of the empty caches.
"There shouldn't be any traps at this point." Senka tugged on his shoulder and began hovering down the stairs. "Make some light and let's go see."
After emitting enough cantae to see, Theo headed down the stairs. They ended about one floor below, silk curtains covering the door to what appeared to be a normal room. Senka plunged through first and then whistled, so he followed her.
On the other side he finally found what they'd been hoping for: an untouched cache. This one appeared to be a practical workroom, with a table of perfectly ordinary wood. But the hammer casually lying on the surface was built from shockingly powerful sublime materials. When Theo tried to pick it up, the wood of the handle burned his hand.
The hammer had been lying out, but he spotted a wooden case with other tools. Theo opened it and began looking through the contents: half a dozen different spiritual tools for working sublime materials. There wasn't much else in the room, but these tools alone were an exceptional find. He looked back to find Senka and saw that there were two other doors from the first room.
"I remember this place better now..." Senka drifted through one of them and chuckled. "Right, the outside was my workroom and this is just a little place for a bed. We're not going to find a lot of sublime materials here, but at least all my stuff is intact."
"What about the other room?" Theo was already pushing through the remaining door, then he paused as soon as he realized what he was seeing.
Another table stood in the center of the room, much narrower and made of metal. There were built-in straps designed to bind a humanoid in place. Countless bloodstains stretched across the center of the table, blending into one another. When Theo examined one of the straps, he saw dried remnants that he suspected had once been human flesh. A bloodstained serrated knife lay to one side, just as casually as the hammer.
"Wait, that's... ah, nlermit." Senka drifted to a halt as as she entered the room. "I was afraid of this."
"And what exactly is 'this', Senka?"
"I don't suppose you'd believe me if I said this was a surgery table?"
"No, because I just saw the corner." Theo's attention had been arrested by the table, but after Senka distracted him, he'd taken a better look around the room. There were several vicious hooks along the walls in one corner, and one pair had a Noveni rib cage dangling from it.
"Right. So." Senka gave him a weak smile. "This is probably a good time to tell you that my greatest enemy was a torturer, and just in case, I should probably also claim she was my identical twin..."
Theo folded his arms and thought about what the room meant. Not the implication, which was obvious, but what it should actually mean for him. He turned his gaze to Senka and just stared for a while, making it clear that he wasn't in the mood for any more jokes. His plan had been to think everything over before asking questions, but she broke first.
"I think..." Senka took a slow, shuddering breath. "I think I wasn't a very good person, before. I'm not going to try to make any excuses for this. Don't think I was torturing innocents for fun, but... well, I'm glad you can't remember everything I can about this room."
He remained silent.
"I don't have answers for you, Theo. I wish I did. Just please... stop looking at me like that."
"Is this sort of thing the reason you were imprisoned?" Theo asked. She looked miserable enough, so there was no reason to torment her further.
"Please." Senka snorted, though it couldn't restore her good mood. "My organization wasn't exactly filled with good people either. Are you thinking I'm some kind of evil trying to free itself? Put that out of your mind. I was a soulcrafter, just a Noveni soulcrafter. I did some good things, and yes, some really bad ones. But I didn't want to hurt anyone, not for its own sake."
"What did you want?"
"Power." She answered immediately and for just a moment Theo saw a far different woman in her eyes. "I told you I wasn't a good person before, but... I think I also wasn't a particularly complicated one. We might not have liked each other if we'd met back then... but we didn't. That counts for something, doesn't it?"
Theo stared at her a while longer, then smiled. "I wouldn't have wanted you to meet me before either. So long as you don't have any plans to go running around torturing people, we can consider this a fresh start."
She smiled back but turned away. For a time they searched the rooms for anything else useful. The knife proved to be more tool than armament, but it was still potent enough to burn his hands. He discovered a shelf in the other corner that contained sublime cloth that was surprisingly durable, if not overflowing with cantae. Senka also opened a semi-hidden panel and pulled out a small metal case.
"Theo..." She remained with her hands on the case, not looking at him. "Maybe the smart thing to do would be to say nothing, but I want to be honest with you. I'm not exactly... filled with shame and desperate to turn over a new leaf. I mean, I'm not really proud of who I was, but more because I was petty than because I was amoral."
"Then perhaps we'd better talk about that." Theo sat down opposite her and waited.
"I don't know what to say. Everything you've done: trying to help the peasants, protecting the beetles on Slest, trying to make the Nine Worlds a better place... nobody thought like that back then." She finally looked up and met his gaze. "I like you, Theo. I'm willing to give this all a try. But I'm... fundamentally not the same as you and the others."
"Let us be the judge of that. What do you ultimately want?"
"I'm not sure I knew, even before. I told you, I was afraid of dying, afraid that someone would kill me. I just wanted to be so powerful that no one could ever hurt me again." Senka sighed heavily. "I think I was lonely. My isolation was part of what blocked my soulcrafting and made me vulnerable to whoever cursed me. So if I can regain myself along with the three of you... maybe that's enough."
No doubt everyone Theo knew would have had a different reaction, but none of them were there in that moment. When he looked at Senka, he saw a woman who felt entirely lost. Maybe some people wouldn't trust the coldness of her statements, but he thought they were more authentic than any abrupt emotional turn.
"Maybe it's enough. Maybe not." Theo gently put his hand on her back. "None of us have all the answers either. If you're willing to talk to us instead of running off and torturing people whenever you get the urge, we can keep traveling together."
Her face twisted in a bitter smile. "I'll see if I can contain myself." Senka sniffled and looked away, rubbing her face.
"What's in the box, by the way?"
"Huh? Oh, this?" Senka looked down at it as if she'd forgotten entirely. "I wasn't even thinking about it. There's nothing special, it's just my emergency kit. Probably not much there, but we can take a look."
She opened the box, which was mostly empty. The first thing to grab Theo's attention was the weirkey, but it was just another Noveni one - just what they needed. There were also several gemplates, similar to the ones that House Blacksilver had used to communicate between worlds. They appeared to be universally destroyed, their messages long ago spent. The only other item was an Ichili biolumin message sphere, but it had long ago dried out and its message had faded.
"I suppose this is all better than nothing." Senka shoved the box at him and hovered out into the workroom. "Sorry that all this trouble hasn't given you more."
"We got all your tools. That's worth a lot, at least assuming we can use them." Theo tried to pick up the hammer again and winced. "Are these warded against other people or something?"
"Nah, they're just powerful. These were the tools when I was trying to get past Bupplesniffer to... sporp." Senka gritted her teeth, then abruptly laughed. "I guess I need to try to take myself less seriously. Anyway, let's take all these. They might be hard to use before you ascend to Stronghold, but these should be fantastic tools for all three of you."
"Then you hold them for now." Theo pulled a sack from his soulhome and Senka helped by placing all her tools inside. As she did so, she shot frequent glances at him.
"Can you not tell Fiyu and Nauda about this, please? I'm afraid of how they'd react and... I don't want them to know. Maybe I've changed after all."
"I won't lie to them, but they don't need to know what your evil twin sister did." Theo tried a smile and Senka returned it immediately. "By the way, is there any chance that there are any clues about yourself in any of these hideouts? Did you keep a journal or anything?"
"Sporp no, do I seem like someone who kept a journal?" Senka snorted again and for the moment they just grinned at one another.
Once they had taken everything, they headed outside. There was no way to destroy the sublime materials that surrounded the hideout, so all Theo could do was seal the cantae lock, then dislodge enough dirt to completely cover the entrance. If he ever needed to return, he would be able to find the location, but he didn't expect that to be necessary.
Their work done, there was nothing to do but weirkey back to the city. Instead, they both stood and stared at the mound for a while longer. Eventually Theo glanced at Senka and offered his arm. She accepted it and they stepped across worlds.




Chapter 41

There had been a time when Nauda and Fiyu sparred more often. The practice had slipped out of their routine for a reason they preferred not to discuss: after Nauda's soulhome had collapsed, she simply hadn't been an adequate sparring partner. Even after Nauda finally managed to rebuild, Fiyu had begun polishing herself as a Ruler.
Now, as they faced off across the chamber, Nauda felt like she was worthy. There was a gap between them, with Fiyu nearly ready to ascend and Nauda still assembling her third floor, but they could spar with one another without it being as awkward as children of vastly different ages playing together.
They traded blows back and forth, testing their newest soulcrafting. Training with Fiyu felt different, now that they had made their feelings, or at least potential feelings, clear. Her eyes wanted to linger on Fiyu's graceful movements and the way her hair flowed behind her... but Fiyu was very clearly capable of separating such feelings and would punish her for distraction.
It finally ended when Fiyu struck her in the stomach with her blade technique. Nauda winced and stepped back, wondering how much pain it would have caused with full cantae. Her bondsfungi would have tried to deflect the attack and her twisted heart would have begun regenerating, but it would still have been a gruesome injury. Definitely enough to end the match, even if they weren't running out of time.
"I think you were at a disadvantage," Fiyu said. "You have become very durable, but we cannot test this in safe combat."
"I don't know about that." Nauda rubbed her shoulder where some of Fiyu's bolts had caught her. "It sure feels like I took a beating."
"Oh, I do not agree. At some point, when we do not have to fear injury so much, I would like to test a full lightstorm against you. With your belt improvements, I believe that you would fare well."
Maybe she would. Nauda felt as though all her work on the notemeralds had finally come together and the armament was in tune with her soulhome again, shielding her from harm. The necklace Isorales had given her had also joined her other armaments smoothly and evened out the cantae on that floor. Wards weren't very useful against someone as agile as Fiyu, but it was nice to feel she could use them again.
One thing they left unsaid was that, in a few days' time, they wouldn't be able to spar together at all. Fiyu would be an Authority, with all her advantages reinforced by her ascension, while Nauda would be stuck at Ruler. Still just a weakened Ruler, trying to catch up. Unless Nauda found some way to ascend, she would be left behind...
"That should be the last match." Guchiro emerged from the other room, adjusting his cowl as if he'd just put it on. "Only two days remain before the Wakespire. You need at least one to clear your mind and polish your soulcrafting, and ideally another to recover."
"There is so little time." Fiyu's mood from the sparring deflated a little. "Then yes, perhaps we must begin. Should we do it here, for security? Or below the clouds for a more favorable environment?"
"You are about to become an Authority: you should accustom yourself to using weirkeys. For this ascension, only a specific place will do."
That was a new plan as far as Nauda was concerned. It seemed like Guchiro was in a hurry, so they went to interrupt Theo's soulcrafting as quickly as possible. He wanted to come along with them, of course, and Fiyu wanted that as well. Senka remained behind, either sleeping or having the decency to realize that Fiyu wouldn't want her there.
As expected, Guchiro's weirkey took them directly into absolute darkness. Nauda realized that she was the only one who was completely blind in it and automatically reached out. Should she have prioritized another sense, or some other method of seeing in darkness? Yet she needed so much else, and so quickly...
"Do not worry, Nauda." Fiyu took her sleeve and patted her arm through it. "This is a safe place."
Even aside from the darkness, it didn't feel safe to Nauda. The ground underneath her feet was hard and yet oddly fluid, constantly shifting away from her. But all that really mattered was that Fiyu felt safe so she could complete her ascension.
"I am glad you are here with me." Fiyu seemed to have shifted position to speak to Theo as well. "But I do not know how long the final part of the process will take, and you have work of your own to do. I will rejoin you when the time is right."
There was no arguing with that, as much as Nauda wanted to. She wished that she had been promoted to relative and could embrace Fiyu the way Guchiro did so easily. All she could do now was brush the other woman's hand, whisper a few words of encouragement, and then leave her to face her ascension alone.
Guchiro returned them to Noven, and once he was gone, there was no way back to Fiyu. Nauda resolved to remain focused for the entire remaining time, because that was what Fiyu would want. Instead of thinking about how they had agreed to reach Authority before making any decisions, she would concentrate solely on the soulcrafting in front of her.
Her life tower was mature and her staff tower had come into balance, so that only left the upper floors of her death tower. She had two days to do something about that...
~ ~ ~
Fiyu meditated on her own, simply stilling her mind to prepare for complex soulcrafting. It was much easier, now that her conflicted feelings regarding Friend Nauda had been resolved. Even her concerns about Acquaintance Isorales had turned out to be nothing at all. She could focus on ascension.
Over the past two weeks, she had built a structure atop her soulhome, more of a caldera than a standard pyramid. She didn't know why that was necessary, only that her relative had requested it. With that complete, she could ascend as soon as her first three floors were ready. They had already been reviewed many times, so all that remained was a little more polishing and adjustment.
Eventually Relative Guchiro returned alone. Instead of speaking, he sat down on the ground opposite her. His muscles were relaxed, and yet she had the impression that his body was very heavy. Some time later, he still had not spoken.
"I am considering additions to my ascension," Fiyu ventured. "The darkegg would strengthen my foundation, which would be helpful if I wish t-"
"No, not at this time." Her relative, inexplicably, had begun to soulcraft. "Do not misunderstand, the material is powerful. I would recommend that you use it when you ascend to Stronghold. But for Authority, there is something else you must do."
"What is it? Why have we not discussed this?"
"Because you are already completely prepared. While I work, examine this environment and tell me what you observe."
Fiyu obediently considered the landscape around them. No offending light at all, not even mediated by clouds above: clear black sky as far as her senses could reach. She remembered being taken to this place as a child, but now she noted more details. The ground was made of a dense metal, taking on a state that was neither liquid nor solid. It was a valuable sublime material in itself, and it reminded her of something else...
"The metal at my entrance and heart chambers." Fiyu spoke the answer at the same time she recognized it and her relative nodded. "That metal was taken from this place?"
"What you possess is a refined version of what you feel here. I have never told you its name and you must keep this secret." Relative Guchiro lowered his hand to the ground and, impossibly, rolled a sphere of the substance into his palm. "This is kinmetal. Unremarkable on its own, but capable of astonishing refinement. Most materials gain strength through ascension, but kinmetal will retain that strength between soulcrafters."
"I do not understand."
"Consider the name. In the beginning, the metal has no remarkable properties. But if a soulcrafter ascends with it, the metal is imbued with their nature. What makes it unique is that it can then be granted to another person with a similar nature with no loss of strength."
"So you refined the metal you gave me for my soulhome in your own?" Fiyu was pleased that her relative would do such a thing for her, but his face remained tight beneath his mask.
"I did, but now I want you to do something for me." At last Relative Guchiro stopped soulcrafting and drew a sphere from his chest: it had once been the same as the landscape, but his soulcrafting had rendered it harder and vastly more powerful. "I have removed this 'kinstone' from my own soulhome. It has been refined through many ascensions, not only my own, and strengthened on each occasion."
"You are giving it to me? How will you replace it?"
"No. If you follow my instructions, the kinstone will bind together your soulhome and strengthen you during the ascension. But, once the process is done, I want you to return the metal to me."
Finally Fiyu understood: not only the current plan but many previous statements her relative had made. This sublime material must have passed through the soulhomes of many other wards, growing in power along the way. Perhaps it was what he needed to finally ascend, and she was overjoyed to think that she might be the one to assist him to that point.
"Will you be weakened without it?" Fiyu asked. "I worry about the Wakespire if we are not fast enough."
"Put that out of your mind. This ascension will be slower, but there will be enough time if you apply yourself. Now, take the kinstone from me and place it atop your soulhome..."
Usually materials too powerful for her were difficult to absorb, but the kinstone entered her soulhome as if it belonged there. While carrying it through her door, she could feel the metal resonating. Yes, this was the very metal that had been carried by many of her relatives. She lifted it to the roof and then, following her relative's instructions, bound it firmly to her structure.
That part of the process was simple enough, but she still needed to make final refinements to her soulhome. Fiyu set about the task, no matter how long it took. At times she feared that time was running out and considered ascending. Every time, her relative reminded her that this ascension was something that would occur only once in her entire life.
After sleeping for a time, Fiyu felt prepared. She was uncertain how long it had been or how close her companions were to the Wakespire, but she tried not to consider such things. All that existed for her was her soulhome, the kinstone, and the sky.
Instead of a tempestuous ascension, her relative had showed her how to press into the sky slowly. Pressure trickled from above, only slowly becoming a torrent. This was the part of the process that she understood least, and a part of her feared that her ascension would be ruined without the usual rush of pressure. Only trust in her relative pushed her onward.
As the sky flowed down into the caldera atop her soulhome, the kinstone softened slightly. Its power flowed out and she struggled to contain it, just as her relative had taught. Instead of letting it melt, she guided the three flows of it down each of her three staircases. The metal flowed over her familiar stairs, on and on.
Before she could complete the process, dangerous new power rushed from above. Even though she had been prepared for the transition by observing many others, it still took her aback to feel her cantae as thick as water. Only the training ground into her bones made her respond instinctively. The pressure wanted to destroy her soulhome from the inside, but she made it flow along the spiral she had practiced.
When at last Fiyu overcame it, she saw that the kinstone had not melted. A fraction had flowed down her staircases and begun receding: the process left both the kinstone and her soulhome strengthened. She had been afraid that she would fail at this step, so she smiled as she cradled the kinstone and continued working.
The sky did not rush down at her as usual, but instead continued to bleed its power over her soulhome. Fiyu knew that she would ascend, no matter how long it took. All she needed to do was follow what she had been taught. As she continued soulcrafting, snow began to collect around her.




Chapter 42

All nine suns of Noven had risen for the final round of the Wakespire, as if the heavens themselves wanted to attend. With all of them so high in the sky, it was blinding to look up, and even the corners of the sky Theo could see were bleached almost white.
Every previous round, they had traveled together in their sleigh. This time, Theo flew alone. With Fiyu and Guchiro gone, and Isorales arriving via his lineage's vehicle, Nauda and Senka were actually the only ones in their main group. But this round would be nothing like those previous, so they couldn't afford to simply march up to the entrance.
Instead, he located the specific spire that he'd been directed toward earlier. Ractifus Terefilia was already there, standing at the edge with his arms and wings both folded behind his back. When Theo landed he turned with a gleam in his eyes.
"Today is the day. Everyone has been waiting for this, whether their plans are for good or for ill." Ractifus reached into his robes and withdrew the narrow key, then held it back. "I almost don't want to give this to you, given the potential dangers. Your group is the first to really impress me in this forsaken city and it would be a shame to waste your talents."
"Are the risks any higher than when we agreed?" Theo asked.
"All intelligence suggests that the Dortorus teams are proceeding with their plan to steal the lineagegem. Unfortunately, there are suggestions of other variables, of factors I haven't considered. Be prepared for things to go wrong." Ractifus sighed and extended the key to him.
"So this will get us to where the lineagegem is kept?" Once he had the key in his hands, it didn't feel like anything special, nothing like his weirkeys.
"It will open the walls of any challenge room and allow you to enter the back corridors that are normally reserved for officials. Through those, you should be able to reach the top chamber, where the lineagegem is kept. If you hurry, you'll make it before the Dortorus teams."
"I wanted to ask you about that. Won't the judges notice us breaking the rules, or at least our disappearance?"
"Is there really time for this?" Ractifus glanced meaningfully toward the spire, then sighed. "I admit there's some uncertainty. But if they truly plan to steal the lineagegem, they will need to disrupt the viewing process for the spire. The models will remain intact, so you only need to keep one member in the tower to avoid drawing attention. Mark my words, you won't see the Dortorus teams at the beginning and then something will go wrong in the middle of the Wakespire to disguise their attack."
"We'll do what we can." Theo gripped the key in his fist. They'd soulcrafted as much as they could, brought Isorales in on the plan, and tried to make alliances with whoever they could. No other powers in the city believed in the conspiracy, but it was time for the truth to come out.
"You'd better hurry. It will start soon enough."
Theo flew away from the mountaintop to the plaza where all the teams met. He identified the familiar sleigh first, of course... still without Fiyu. Just as Ractifus had predicted, there was only one team of weak Dortorus Rulers present. Otherwise, he saw a number of familiar faces... the Terefilia team looked rather grim all in black, while the Gatrium Authority was actually moving in his direction.
"I want to make a deal," he said in a low voice. "You forfeited the earlier match to the Jadadictus team in return for later rewards, correct?"
"That's right." Theo glanced around, wondering how many were watching them make a deal and whether it mattered.
"The Gatrium lineage may not be as prestigious, but we desperately need allies. We're putting everything into this round. If you're willing to support us as you did Jadadictus, we'll reward you greatly."
For just a moment, Theo considered telling him all about the lineagegem and the Dortorus plan to attack the entire event. It was a bit sad to think that the Gatrium lineage was pouring so many resources into a competition that was about to fracture. But bringing more people into the plan would only add variables to a situation that was chaotic enough, so Theo simply nodded.
"Agreed," Theo said. "We'll stay behind you the entire way, and you'll receive our blessings. That's all we can promise."
"It will have to be enough." The other Authority moved away to converse with his team tersely.
Theo needed to be doing the same. When he reached the sleigh, he unfortunately saw no sign of Fiyu. Senka was sleeping flopped over the side and Isorales appeared calm, so this time Nauda was the nervous one. As soon as he got close, she stepped up to him and spoke in a low voice.
"No word from Fiyu. Do you think something went wrong?"
"There's nothing we can do for her from here," Theo pointed out. "Trust Fiyu and her relative to handle their business. If she's late, we'll just have to enter with another team based on those already registered."
"I didn't count on this," Isorales said. "I could call one of the lineage Rulers to serve as fourth member, but I don't know if they'd arrive on time."
"Sporp that." Senka popped up from her position. "I'm tired of sitting on the sidelines. I'll be the fourth member and I won't just forfeit this time."
Isorales and Nauda shot her skeptical looks, but Theo nodded. Given how little they knew about what they might face, having Senka as a wild card could be a life-saver. Better to have her and her knowledge than another Noveni Ruler. There would be more than enough of those in the competition.
The last minutes drained away and even Nauda accepted that Fiyu wasn't going to arrive soon enough. Instead, they prepared their ad hoc team and lined up near the entrance portals. It was almost time and the judges were arranged on their thrones... except for Ractifus and one of the Dortorus princes.
Everything was counting down. This time when Theo ran into the portal, he had no idea what to expect.
~ ~ ~
If they hadn't been mindless slaughter machines, Nauda would have felt sorry for the second stage demons. They were a serious threat to average people and even Archcrafters, but they were increasingly being perfunctorily slaughtered by the groups of Rulers and Authorities that sprinted into the Wakespire tower.
For the first time since they had started the competition, they didn't rush on. Instead Theo revealed the key they'd been given and experimentally touched it to one of the empty portal gates. Instead of opening another swirl of light, the stones themselves began retracting. Soon there was a perfectly ordinary door in the wall, leading out into a corridor with visible staircases spiraling in both directions.
No alarms sounded, no voices screamed at them. Ractifus had been right after all.
"Looks like we split up here." Theo turned back to look at her and Nauda responded with a grim nod. "Don't advance too quickly or try to win, just keep our presence on the spire for anyone watching."
"I will." They'd already discussed this, but she knew he was seeking control in an unknown environment. "Hopefully you'll be faster than the Dortorus team and it won't even turn into fighting. I'm sure this will all be over within the hour thanks to your brilliant assistance."
"Which would be nothing without your essential contribution of sitting in a room." Theo smiled and clasped her arm and Nauda found herself grinning back.
Theo was all business after that and headed for the door, while Isorales lingered. It looked like he wanted to say something, but then Senka started kicking him in the back of the legs until he moved. All three of them headed into the doorway, which promptly closed up, leaving her in the Wakespire alone.
So long as Nauda was still participating in challenges, in theory their light would appear on the tracking devices. She waited in the starting room for a while so that they could apparently make slow progress. Depending on how vicious the Dortorus attack was, her role might not even matter. With so many facts unknown, they'd decided that it was best to be careful, so this role fell to her.
Technically there was strategy of her own to consider, but Nauda sleep-walked through the challenges while worrying about her friends. The cantae puzzle, though different from the previous ones, was easy and she completed it at a leisurely rate. When she arrived in the spiraling chamber, there were no other teams present, so she just strolled up her path.
The one problem, born out of pure randomness, would be entering the dark chamber. She had no way of getting through alone and she couldn't afford to receive injuries. In theory, after serving as a decoy she could forfeit the Wakespire and back the others up. That relied on a lot of assumptions about the Dortorus attack and how the fighting developed.
None of those worries turned out to matter. Nauda's next chamber was one of the offices, which turned out to be a Room of Blessing.
"You lost all three of your teammates?" the woman asked. "How? Is this another trick?"
"It's a bit of a story," Nauda said. Apparently nothing had gone so horribly wrong that the officials were panicking, which could mean anything. She stared at the model and couldn't focus on it: some teams were ahead, some were behind, and the only people she really cared about weren't shown at all.
"Uh... do you know who you're going to bless?"
"The Gatrium team, I suppose." Not that it was likely to matter, but that had been the new plan. "Do you mind if I rest here for a moment?"
"I won't stop you. Just between us, the judges were complaining about not being able to see inside earlier, so you should have time to recover." The young Noveni woman regarded her with something that might have been sympathy. Perhaps she was filling in her own story about the early rounds going horribly wrong, but Nauda couldn't bring herself to care about that.
Instead she leaned against the wall and tried to gather herself. She had expected explosions to rock the tower so she could leap into the portal back to help her friends. Now she wondered if she might end up simply waiting while they were fighting for their lives.




Chapter 43

In a perverse inversion, the back rooms of the Wakespire tower were actually more elaborate than the public ones. The challenge rooms were all built from somber stone, while the cramped staircases and hallways that serviced them were more conventional Noveni grandeur. It made Theo imagine Noveni janitors carrying golden mops and ivory buckets.
Entirely inappropriate, given the seriousness of their mission.
Ractifus had been correct about the basic layout of the spire: the challenge rooms were arranged randomly in a core tower and their positions didn't correlate to the artificial levels in the competition. There was a ring of passages surrounding that core with occasional chambers for the management of the individual challenges. Right near the first one they'd discovered holding cells for keeping all the second stage demons, though they had been nearly emptied out.
His theory was that the tower was arranged roughly in blocks of five challenges, so they probably still had a long way to go. Ever since leaving the insulated challenge rooms his gravitational senses had been working properly and they suggested that they had only climbed about halfway up the spire.
The lineagegem was supposedly held at the very top, just beneath the platform where the judges watched. According to Guchiro, it appeared to be surrounded by many layers of sublime materials designed to absorb and focus all the cantae spent within the spire, so it would be extremely hard to break into from the outside. That meant the Dortorus thieves, and by extension Theo, had no choice but to use the back passages. It was just a question of who would arrive first...
Or if they'd run into each other. While flying up a staircase that opened into a broad chamber, Theo found himself staring at the Dortorus team as they approached from the opposite staircase.
"You!" It might have been the man who'd fought him in the Artisans' Gallery, or it could have easily been another Noveni who looked similar. "I should have expected this treachery!"
"Wait." Theo wanted to hit them all with a gravitational field, but forced himself to talk first. "We're just here to stop you from stealing the lineagegem."
"What are you even talking about? This is all a plot by the undercloud Noveni."
"Okay, let's talk about this..." But even as Theo raised his hands for peace, he saw weapons coming out and cantae being deployed. The Dortorus team definitely wasn't in the mood to talk.
As the attacks flooded toward them, Theo cast an anti-mass point that deflected the majority. He turned back to Isorales and grabbed his arm. "Keep going. There are at least three Dortorus teams and we need to reach the top before all of them."
"I... okay." Isorales nodded grimly and then shot toward the next staircase up. Senka had vanished entirely, but Theo trusted her to make her own decisions.
That left him standing alone in the chamber with two Authorities and two Rulers. They weren't attacking so aggressively anymore and he hoped that they might be open to negotiation, because he wanted to know what they had been talking about. Then he realized they were just waiting: another Dortorus team came pounding up the staircase that Theo had ascended.
"The foreigners are working with the underclouders to steal the lineagegem!" one of the first team yelled. That appeared to be all they needed to turn and get ready to attack him.
Which put Theo alone against three Authorities and five Rulers.
It would have been a completely impossible fight, if they all had been top tier Authorities with well-designed soulhomes. But he saw a few rushed designs, a few without good shielding walls, and one Authority who had clearly used a heavenspear to cheat the ascension. They also had a major disadvantage they didn't realize: they were expecting to fight Theo as he'd presented himself during the Wakespire. He began preparing a weak singularity behind his back, but hesitated when one of the Authorities spoke.
"Stand down," the man said. "If you've done nothing, you'll be judged fairly."
"I don't think I will," Theo said, as answer to both sentences. Some of the enemy soulcrafters looked offended, but a few edged back nervously when they saw the look in his eyes.
"Don't be a fool! There are eight of us and you're a fresh Authority. You don't have a chance."
All at once, Theo realized that he'd misunderstood his real advantage: the difference in perspectives. In his mind, it was ridiculous to think of himself as a "fresh" Authority since he'd been at the rank for months. For the people he was fighting, Authority was a destination - for him, it was only a stepping stone. They couldn't conceive of how much difference the soulcrafting he'd done after his ascension would make.
"Then you go to your doom, outsider! End him!"
As soon as they actually began to attack, Theo tunneled his singularity to the center of the chamber. They all knew that it had disabled them before, so they automatically gave it a wide berth. Some moved around the sides while others flew over the top, coming at him from three different angles.
But the singularity had always been a distraction. Theo flowed cantae through his chaosgem and instead cast his disorientation technique.
The gravitational fields within the bodies of all his opponents suddenly fluctuated wildly, from their stomachs to their brains to the bones of the inner ear. They had been prepared for cantae attacks, but their bodies weren't capable of dealing with such a rapid change. Two of the Rulers and even one of the Authorities collapsed, vomiting or shaking. He realized that the technique had an additional effect on Noveni wings, since their delicate forms were highly specialized for their environment.
He'd changed the battlefield in an instant, but he hadn't won. Two of the Authorities and three of the Rulers had soulcrafted enough enhancement chambers to resist the effect or were strong enough to endure the disorientation. They still flinched when they saw their comrades go down and they began hurling cantae spears at him instead of attacking.
Another mistake. While they flinched, Theo cast the strongest point of anti-mass he could just in front of him. It wouldn't be enough to redirect their most intense attacks, but these testing strikes were turned to the side. And while they attacked uselessly, Theo cast torsion bolts in response.
They flew from his hands and then swung wildly away from the anti-mass, which was exactly what he'd practiced. The group staggered back, weapons and armor breaking apart under the torsion effects. For a moment he wondered if he could win the battle with that alone.
But Authorities weren't fools, even Authorities like these. One summoned a shield of pure gold that proved able to negate his torsion bolts and another had thrown her spear aside for a sword. She lunged in, ducking under a torsion bolt, and unleashed a slash of cantae that tore across the chamber and splintered stone in all directions.
Theo managed to duck underneath it, but the goal had always been to destroy his point of anti-mass. Now the remaining five had advanced across the chamber and were closing on him. Before they could surround him, Theo created a tunnel behind himself and stepped through.
He emerged on the other side of the chamber, through the portal he'd placed there. The group was already turning around to face him, the shield-bearer at the vanguard. Good combat instincts, no doubt refined in their private palaces, but not very flexible when facing a new threat.
Firing on them from his new position had never been the plan: Theo instead released torsion bolts behind himself. His original portal was still open and the bolts flew through to strike them even as they turned. One of the Authorities went down, clutching a bloody leg.
To their credit, they adjusted quickly enough. One of the Rulers formed another golden shield to defend their back and the woman with the sword actually tried to charge through the portal at him. Theo closed it just before she arrived, leaving the most dangerous opponent stumbling on the opposite side. Then he formed a second portal directly over the Noveni group and began casting through that instead.
They didn't have a chance. Every time the shield users moved their defenses, Theo simply cast a torsion bolt from a new angle. While he took down the group, Theo was thinking more about efficiency than his risk in the fight.
Creating portals was fast enough for some combat uses thanks to the alacrispark, but still slow. An Authority of equal skill would be able to see the portal and predict the angle of attack. Indeed, some of them were beginning to adapt. It would be more efficient to tunnel the cantae bolts themselves, but he wasn't sure how well he could adapt the process.
If Theo had been fully using his gravitational senses, he might have ended the battle then. But while thinking about his soulcrafting he'd let his focus slip and the attack came from a direction he'd never anticipated.
One of the Rulers who had been overcome by his disorientation technique lunged from the floor, tackling Theo's legs. He slammed against the wall and all his techniques except the singularity shattered. The Ruler tried to strike at his legs but was still too weakened to penetrate Theo's armament. Theo kicked the man in the side, sending him sliding across the room.
Too late. The others had acted immediately and he had several opponents flying at him. He managed to dodge one spear, deflect a bolt... and the woman's sword pierced his side.
"I've got him!" she called, pushing her sword deeper. "Take him-"
It might have worked, if Theo had been the type of Authority they were expecting, weak except at range. But all the work he'd put into efficient usage of his soulhome space meant that he had more enhancement chambers than they were expecting. All of those had been strengthened by his ascension and the lostflesh on his fourth floor was already pulsing to sustain his injured side.
So before she could finish her sentence, Theo grabbed the swordswoman's head and slammed her into her companions. She tried to press her sword further into his wound, but Theo fired a torsion bolt at point blank range into her hands. When she dropped it, he used his grip on her head to hurl her into the nearest wall. She struck it heavily, her wings went limp and she dropped.
A spear wielder and another Ruler were still in range and should have attacked him then. Instead they backed away in horror as Theo straightened, calmly pulled the sword out of his body, and dropped it to the ground.
On the other side of the room, a few heavily battered opponents surrounded a golden metal form: it looked similar to the golem they'd fought in the Wakespire. One of them must have brought it out of his soulhome. But they needed to charge this one with their own cantae and they obviously wouldn't have enough time. Theo began floating his singularity toward them, letting it steal wisps of the cantae.
"Had enough?" he asked. "Let's talk."
Despite his injury, he was confident he had the battle well in hand. The swordswoman had been the biggest problem and she'd taken herself out via overconfidence. His impression of the golem was that it could have been a serious threat, but they wouldn't be able to activate it. In theory the Dortorus attack had been stopped, unless their third team had used another route.
Theo's gravitational senses, on high alert since his failure, were all that saved him. He realized that one of the walls of the room was opening before anyone else did and felt something massive on the other side. A quick gravitational field flipped him to the ceiling, out of the way of the attack.
His stomach still twisted as he realized what was happening. The blocks surrounding the central column had receded, just the way they had with his key. Terefilia soulcrafters poured out from the other side, attacking everyone in range. Their initial attack involved the largest of them flying with spears outthrust.
Theo had avoided their assault, but he realized that the chance of a simple victory had just gone up in smoke. One of the Dortorus Authorities had retreated down the stairs with the golden golem and could well be activating it. Plus there were four fresh new soulcrafters, one of them the truly dangerous Authority with the crimson whips. Worse, he had absolutely no idea where the Terefilia team had gotten a key or what they intended to do.
All of that was higher priority, but Theo was staring at something else. The first of the Terefilia spears had pierced the heart of one of the weakened Dortorus soulcrafters. His body didn't disappear via the spatial technique, it only sagged as his lifeblood rolled down the spear.
The game was over and the battle had begun.




Chapter 44

From the very beginning, Isorales hadn't been happy about the plan. He preferred logical problems where all the terms were stated clearly beforehand and every step could be worked out in your mind. He was good at those. This was utter chaos, a battle of unknown variables and constantly changing conditions. Just like he'd feared, they'd overlooked something horrible.
As he flew up the staircase to the top of the Wakespire, he desperately considered all the facts of the case. What the Dortorus teams had said was not compatible with the idea that they had a simple plan to steal the lineagegem. From the beginning their grievances had been consistent: accusations about the murder in their lineage and dishonor during the competition. Whatever their purpose in the official halls, it wasn't what had been claimed.
That meant Ractifus was mistaken and there was some other player involved. The most likely suspect was the Terefilia lineage, perhaps divided into factions working at cross purposes. Beyond them, who even could be behind this? Gatrium? His own parents somehow?
Then Isorales finally reached the top of the spire and all his theories evaporated.
Elegant lines of gold all flowed into a great chamber that directed enormous quantities of cantae toward a central point. A brilliant gem hovered in the center, burning with the accumulated power of the entire Wakespire. But a grim black mass had been attached to the lineagegem.
Isorales floated closer nervously, trying to recall his fundamental classes on sublime materials. The first thing he realized was that, while the lineagegem was optimized for use in a soulhome, the black mass was entirely composed of materials that were more effective in the physical world. Most were designed to create large explosions, contained only by a thin shell and an elaborate timing mechanism...
Someone had planted a bomb in the heart of the spire.
He dropped to the ground and just stared as he tried to come up with a new theory. Had the last Dortorus team or someone else already raced to the top, far faster than his group, to place the bomb? Or had their purpose all along been to reach it and stop the explosion? Isorales certainly didn't have the expertise and the artifact looked intentionally fragile, as if tampering would only make it explode sooner.
There was no way to analyze his way through this. Too many unknowns, too many ambiguities, too much of everything.
"Get a hold of yourself." There was no one else there, so Isorales had to shake himself out of it and think.
The one thing he could be certain of is that the princes of the city would never have allowed the Wakespire to begin if they knew about the bomb. He couldn't disable it, but he could warn them. With Theo and the others all engaged in uncertain battles, that was the most important thing he could do.
Isorales fumbled for the weirkeys in his soulhome. He'd anticipated needing to push through weirkey-resistant materials, but to his surprise the weirkey-dampening fields around the rest of the spire were completely absent here. They had existed before, so they must have been turned off, presumably by the person who planted the bomb. With only a little effort, Isorales was able to circle back to Noven and appear above the spire.
The top was chaos, princes arguing with guards and officials and one another. Judging from their shouting, it seemed like their methods of watching the Wakespire directly had failed. There were also arguments about Terefilia and Dortorus teams simply disappearing without failing. All of their arguments were trivial compared to the true threat just beneath their feet.
"Princes of Ugustial!" Isorales hadn't known he could shout that loud, but the ascension had strengthened his lungs and vocal cords.
As he descended, every eye was on him. He swallowed and forced himself onward.
"Someone, I know not who, has betrayed the Wakespire. An explosive artifact of terrible force has been placed around the lineagegem. I do not know how long we have."
Several of the princes yelled at him, calling him a liar or questioning how he could know that. But some of the older princes went pale and began giving commands, so they must have believed him. At last the leader raised her hand and managed to shout over the chaos.
"He speaks the truth! The peak defenses have been altered and we must presume the obscuration is also the result of sabotage. We have some time to evacuate, so the true question is who has placed this knife above our necks?"
"Where's Prince Dortorus?" one of the others demanded. "The Dortorus clan is missing one of their heads with no explanation at all!"
"Now see here!" The remaining Dortorus prince sat up straight in alarm. "All we've ever wanted was for this contest to be conducted fairly. If we planned to destroy it, why would I be here? If anyone is to blame, it would be the missing Terefilia lineage! Their prince and their team are gone!"
They all began to shout over one another and Isorales realized the horrible truth: the princes were more concerned for their politics than the danger. If the artifact did explode, they could simply use weirkeys to transport themselves away. On some level, they must have known that many citizens of Ugustial would die in the spire, but they thought they had time and so they fought for dominance.
The fact that they could escape with weirkeys revealed something worse, because there was no reason to be suspicious of the missing Dortorus or Terefilia princes. If the conspirator had known about the bomb, they could calmly sit on their throne the entire time and leave just before the explosion.
Someone needed to step up. Isorales looked toward his grandfather and saw the old man frozen in his chair, taken aback by all of the accusations.
Given the new evidence, the most likely theory seemed to be that someone had planned to gather the strongest soulcrafters in Ugustial and eliminate most of them at once. In a single blow, they could decapitate the city. And judging from how its leadership was bickering instead of acting, the plan could still work.
~ ~ ~
No darkness room so far. With every challenge passed, Nauda grew more nervous. Not just because of what she was anticipating, but because of what could be happening outside.
Through the next portal she found herself in another familiar office... an empty one. She blinked a few times and looked around, as if the official would be hiding behind the desk. The model of the tower had been knocked over and the heavy book the officials usually referenced was gone, as if they had just run off.
"Hello?" Nauda directed her question to the ceiling. "Anyone there?"
She had expected at least some answer - silence. Were the basic pieces of the contest falling apart? There was probably no point in her advancing like this, and in fact the portal onward hadn't activated. For a while Nauda simply waited, hoping that someone would arrive to give her more information.
Eventually it seemed clear that she could remain there forever. Nauda walked back through the portal and stepped out on the ground floor.
The main room was as chaotic as the challenges had been silent. Some officials were running around carrying ledgers while others shouted for evacuation at those watching the largest spire model. Many of the watchers were yelling back, some insisting that this was a panic over nothing and others throwing accusations. Unable to parse all of the arguments, Nauda grabbed the first Noveni official she saw who looked somewhat composed.
"What's going on here?"
"No one actually knows," the man said. He looked uncomfortable, but seemed to have kept his head. "First the tracking for the Wakespire failed and we couldn't fix it. Then teams started coming back injured and accusing others of sabotaging the competition. We've tried to contact the judges and they won't respond. No one we've sent to the top has come back. That's all I know."
"Thank you." Even though it felt absurd in this context, Nauda turned her grip on the man's shoulders into a friendly pat and nodded to him. Hopefully he would accomplish whatever he was rushing to accomplish.
For her part, Nauda wanted to start fighting her way into the spire to help Theo and Isorales. Maybe she could find a key or another way in, or even bash her way through the reinforced stones if she had to.
But the unfortunate truth was that she wouldn't be of much help. The spire was filled with elite Rulers and Authorities - she might not be weak anymore, but she would be just one more combatant. If she wanted to be of any use during all the chaos, she needed to make a change.
Nauda found the quietest corner possible and sat down to soulcraft. She looked over everything she had, desperately trying to think of a plan, and then began to work...
~ ~ ~
Against incompetent Authorities who had been handed their way to power or cheated their ascensions, Theo was unstoppable. Now that he was facing opponents who were actually talented soulcrafters, he'd be truly testing the limits of everything he'd worked so hard for.
The Terefilia Authority was definitely good and he hadn't wasted his two months' head start on Theo. His crimson whips were even more powerful than before and they'd managed to destroy Theo's singularity. He really needed to enhance that as soon as possible. So far the two of them had only fought briefly because the dark-winged man was mostly hunting down Dortorus soulcrafters.
But they had proved less beaten they appeared, because they finally unleashed their golem. It was even more powerful than the silver one used in the Wakespire, with two curved blades and a heavily shielded body. Since it wasn't linked to the spire, it would presumably run out of cantae eventually, but he estimated at least two Authorities had poured their cantae into it. And this one wasn't built with a conveniently accessible weak point, it was armored for war.
Until it ran down, it was a major threat that couldn't experience fear, injuries, or fatigue. And that was growing to be a problem, because Theo wasn't at his best. Efficient cantae flow meant he hadn't spent too much of his supply, but the wound in his side ached whenever he needed to do more than hover.
Theo ducked away from another spear hurled in his direction and jammed the thin key into the wall beside him. The stones parted to reveal a large chamber... the silver golem was sitting in the middle of it, completely still. No chance of using it as a distraction, then. His gravitational senses only gave him a vague impression of the nearby challenge rooms, few of which were useful.
"Out of the way!" The Terefilia Authority loomed in the air behind him, both whips flashing like streaks of blood. Theo ducked behind the inert golem to avoid the strikes, then lunged out with a technique in each hand.
He first cast a point of mass, then a torsion bolt. His opponent lashed out with his whip, only for the tip to jerk to the side at the last second, drawn to the point of mass. That distracted him long enough for the torsion bolt to strike one of his wings. Feathers scattered, but he had covered his entire body in cantae for protection.
A second later, the golem slammed into Theo's side. He only realized that the other whip had wrapped around its base and hurled it at him when the heavy metal was crushing him against the wall. His coat mostly protected him from the force, but his injury broke open again. The inside of his clothes were going to take a long time to clean.
"Hey, fumpet!" Senka appeared on the opposite side of the room and the Authority lowered his whips in confusion.
"This is no battle for children. Get out of the way, before y-"
Raw cantae exploded from Senka in a beam half the size of the room. The Terefilia Authority hurled himself to the side and the mere wake of the blast sent him tumbling through the air. It tore through the reinforced blocks of the spire, scattering stones in all directions. In an instant, a gaping hole had been torn in the side of the tower, revealing Noveni sunlight.
Since the Authority had been sent spiraling into the sky, Theo pushed away the golem and rushed to Senka's side. She didn't look quite as bad as before, but her eyes had rolled back in her head. When he tried to pick her up, she gripped the front of his shirt.
"Bought you a little time and a way out," she said weakly. "Good luck."
Then she vanished, exactly as if she had left via weirkey. Theo could only hope that she had still been in control and that she wouldn't be vulnerable on the other side. Meanwhile, he had no choice but to use the time she'd given him.
While he recovered a little, Theo stared out the hole in the spire wall. Would it be wisest to head to the top, or to retreat? Given how long he'd spent fighting, it seemed very unlikely that the lineagegem was still resting there unharmed. Then again, fighting against other contestants with unclear goals didn't help him either.
His decision was made for him when the golden golem came skittering down the nearby stairs, unnaturally fast on all four legs. Worse, it had an Authority and a Ruler flying along after it. Apparently the Dortorus teams had regrouped. They attacked before he could even figure out what he should say to them.
Fighting all three in this position exposed to the open air would be foolish. Theo retreated up the nearest staircase, wishing that he could find the room of darkness. He wasn't sure if it would affect the golem, but it would definitely give him an advantage against the Noveni. All he could sense nearby was the room of smashing blocks, which was a bigger risk than it was worth.
They'd followed him up and were gaining. As soon as they reached a larger room, he'd be taking cantae bolts from behind. Theo reversed gravity behind him and was relieved to see the two soulcrafters taken off guard and flattened into the ceiling. But the golem kept coming, its armored surfaces resisting all techniques. That thing was going to be a serious problem.
Since he was rapidly losing ground, Theo instead opened the nearest wall. It was the maze of glass tubes, empty of water. He still remembered the rough layout and so he ran into one of the entrances. Their surfaces were dark enough that it would be somewhat difficult to see him, and more importantly the golem was too large to easily enter.
As he'd hoped, it patrolled around the entrances, giving him time to move. He slipped deeper into the maze, looking for one of the exits that led back into the base of the room. If his opponents hadn't encountered this chamber, or at least not familiarized themselves with it, then they would only be looking at the obvious entrances.
"You can't hide forever." The Authority had recovered and floated into the room burning with cantae. "Just give yourself up and face the justice that's coming to you."
Theo would have liked to ask him what he meant by that, but he couldn't afford to give up his advantage of stealth. While the golem patrolled the entrances and the Dortorus Authority searched for him in the maze, Theo reached the floor and crept underneath the glass tubes.
As soon as he had a clear angle at his opponent, he struck. First he cast a tunneling portal from his position to the entrance, then he fired a torsion bolt with his other hand. The Authority swiveled wildly, deflecting his direct attack only to be struck from behind. Theo didn't let up, striking him from several other angles until he dropped.
Almost too late, he sensed the heavy point of mass underneath the maze. The golem was racing toward him, having flattened itself to get under the pipes, and now crawled like a spider. Theo flew backward, barely ahead of it, and still took a lunging swipe to the shoulder.
He tumbled out from underneath the pipes, barely managing to control his fall to land on his back. What he needed to do was tunnel to get some distance, but his head was still spinning and the golem was closing on him. It looked like the Dortorus Ruler had recovered as well and was coming toward the room, so he was running out of time.
The golem crawled from underneath the glass and rose to its full height. Both bladed limbs twitched, ready to impale him when he tried to move. Theo braced himself in the corner of the room, wondering what options he had. He was fast, but this thing had been built to fight Authorities. It looked like there was no way he could get out except taking an injury and making sure it was a non-lethal one.
A blade of blue cantae erupted from the golem's chest.
As Theo stared, it slid upward, extending and slicing through the golem's entire torso. It thrashed violently as its stored cantae was expelled, then it collapsed to the ground and revealed Fiyu. She stood there for a moment, her arm raised above her head, then smiled.
"Hello, Theo. I am not sure what is going on, but I thought it would help to defeat this golem."
"You're an Authority." Theo leapt up to greet her, admiring her new cantae. Her techniques had all become more natural after her Corporeal Floor, and now that grace had been burned into her fundamental being.
"I have ascended." Fiyu bobbed her head in agreement, but her senses searched around her wildly. "Do you understand this battle? I asked my relative to determine the cause, but then I observed you through the large hole in the wall."
"Isorales was the only one to make it further up, so I guess we should follow him."
They were interrupted by the Dortorus Ruler, running in with some kind of helmet armament on his head. He stumbled to a halt as his eyes moved from Fiyu and Theo to the destroyed golem and the fallen Authority. When Fiyu surrounded them both with a bubble of stealth, the Ruler turned around and fled. They let him go.
"Attention, contestants." Finally the voice of an official spoke through the spire, though it didn't sound like one of the usual Noveni. "The Wakespire has ended. Please exit via the nearest portal immediately."
"It's a trick!" Another voice interrupted over the same channel. "They're trying to steal all the rewards for themselves! Fight, before th-"
Both voices overlapped and then disappeared in a rumble of conflicting cantae. That left Theo and Fiyu standing uncertainly. Everyone in his range, Dortorus or Terefilia or even Gatrium, seemed similarly confused. Many of them began turning on one another again, more interested in their own vendettas than in the announcements.
"What do we do?" Fiyu asked.
"We head up." Theo adjusted the collar of his coat and hoped he could hold out. "Most of these battles are probably pointless, so don't kill anyone unnecessarily. No one is being protected from death anymore, but they might not know that. Best to get rid of them before they can hurt themselves."
A pair of Rulers came charging into the chamber the next moment, looking wildly for opponents. Fiyu unleashed a lightstorm, but it was nothing like the indiscriminate blast she had used since he met her. Instead the bolts curved through the air, striking at the new arrivals' legs. They staggered back, and as soon as they touched the portal, they disappeared.
"Will that do?" Fiyu turned to him and Theo smiled back.
"If the others won't give up, we'll just have to make them forfeit."




Chapter 45

The rational decision would have been to take Ward Fiyu and leave. Let the Noveni kill themselves over their irrelevant conflict. Guchiro would not have hesitated to take his ward's companions as well, then they could be free of this madness with no liabilities.
And yet, he found himself risking his own life for the sake of his affection for his ward. Instead of making the most prudent decision, he went to engage with the Noveni princes.
There truly was a risk. Without the kinstone, his soulhome was no longer operating anywhere near peak efficiency. It would have harmed Ward Fiyu to remove it so rapidly and there was no time for him to soulcraft it back into place properly. He had thought she was overly hasty when insisting they return to Noven, but judging from the chaos they found on their arrival, if anything they were late.
None of the thrones atop the spire were occupied any longer. Their inhabitants were scattered across the top, arguing and working at cross purposes. The center of the spire had opened via some mechanism he had failed to locate before, perhaps one that could only be used by the united judges. It opened directly into the chamber where all the cantae should have been gathered into the lineagegem. Whatever was inside now was disrupting his senses and causing a great deal of confusion.
"Hey, you can't be here!" One of the guards flew toward him brandishing a spear. Guchiro took it away.
"I am not here to cause harm," he said. Carrying the guard to prove his peaceful intentions, Guchiro floated closer.
Normally Guchiro's mask did nothing to hide his emotions, because he had full control of his facial musculature. When he saw what was inside the spire, he was glad for it. He took a moment to soothe away fear for his ward and considered the danger carefully.
The artifact around the lineagegem was clearly an explosive armed with Stronghold-tier sublime materials. A thin layer of suppressant materials was all that prevented the living flames from cascading through the spire. Unlike other bomb designs he had seen, there was no material that burned down toward an explosion. Instead, a container of liquid appeared to be deteriorating and was likely to damage the suppressants once the process completed.
"Don't bother the foreigner. And you, set him down." The Noveni his ward associated with was approaching... Acquaintance Isorales.
Guchiro realized that the latter command had been directed toward him and set the guard aside. Others had been advancing on him nervously, but Isorales seemed to have calmed them. Good. There was no more time for meaningless division.
"What do we know?" Guchiro asked. The young Noveni man flinched, but still responded.
"Someone, we don't know who, is plotting against Ugustial. They don't want to steal the lineagegem, they plan to destroy it. And given how things have gone, it looks like they'll take half of Ugustial's best soulcrafters with them."
"Your specialists have already failed to disarm the explosive artifact?"
"That's why I said they want to destroy the gem." Acquaintance Isorales gestured down into the spire. "Some were arguing it was some sort of brinkmanship, but I just don't agree. Everything about that artifact is designed so that it can't be moved, can't be disarmed, can't be portaled, can't do anything but explode."
For a time Guchiro seriously considered locating Ward Fiyu and removing her, regardless of her wishes. Options were few and the consequences severe. But she had just taken great pains to help him with the kinstone and it would be heartless to deny her. His only hope, then, was to create enough time for everyone to retreat from the tower.
"This place needs to be evacuated immediately," Guchiro said. Acquaintance Isorales made an uncomfortable rotating motion with his wings.
"That's obvious to me, but not to everyone else. Unless you want to argue with the princes, I don't think they'll do anything more than rescue their own lineages. Assuming they don't set it off somehow."
"They would not listen to me. However, I believe I can delay the process."
Before anyone could object, Guchiro lowered himself into the uppermost chamber. The artifact was delicate, but not beyond the full extent of his skills. Even with his power reduced, there was no deterioration of his fine motor controls. Guchiro extended extremely thin lines of darkness through the outer layers and began manipulating the timing mechanism.
"What are you doing?" one of the princes screeched. One of her aides stopped her from charging.
"W-wait, he's delaying it!" The Noveni specialists stood uncomfortably close to him, but they remained mercifully silent because they understood what he was doing. Their hush spread through the rest of the room and even the princes fell silent.
"I can delay the time before the explosion," Guchiro told them as he worked. "You would be wise to evacuate."
Before they spoke, just from the stiffening in their wings, he knew they wouldn't agree. "Can you disarm the artifact?" the lead prince asked. "We need that gem."
They had mistaken him for some kind of miracle-worker. Guchiro was generally confident in his understanding of sublime materials and armaments, but he couldn't disable an unknown artifact on a world he didn't know intimately. Even his current intervention was an unacceptable risk. The fact that they even suggested he retrieve the gem meant they were blinded by avarice.
"I cannot," was all he said. "All I can give you is a little more time."
"The lineagegem is essential!" One of the other princes, as if telling him about their opinions would change the truth of the situation. "We've poured resources into this for over half a year, we can't abandon it now!"
Clearly, negotiations were futile. Guchiro had carefully positioned his darkness so that he could retract it if necessary. When their argumentation became too much, he would retreat and find Ward Fiyu, regardless of the current circumstances. This city might be beyond help.
"What if he's in on it?" one of the princes asked. "This foreigner shows up and claims to be able to stop the bomb, but it was his all along! They must be planning to-"
Acquaintance Isorales stepped forward and slapped the man in the face. Even though Guchiro had noticed his body moving and tensing, he was still surprised. Everyone else appeared shocked, as one of their leaders had just been assaulted.
"Your children are dying!" Acquaintance Isorales rose into the air, all four of his wings spreading wide as he addressed the entire chamber. "Every part of the spire is failing, which means they could be killing one another right now. And if you keep bickering, every single one of them will die! Is the lineagegem worth the sacrifice of all our lineages?"
The speech would not have worked on Ichil, but Guchiro had long ago accepted that other worlds operated by unusual standards. All around the room, he felt muscles shifting as the words had their intended impact. They were actually ashamed of their behavior.
"The princes need to put out an announcement first," Acquaintance Isorales said. He was no longer shouting, but his voice commanded the room. "Get all of the officials out of the spire, along with any civilians watching. Find someone who can take down the barriers blocking weirkeys. Contestants are fighting each other all through the spire... find your own allies and knock some sense into them before it's too late!"
All of them obeyed, even though some expressed incredulity at obeying a young man not long past childhood. Guchiro grunted in reluctant approval. Those had been the right words for the right moment, and apparently Acquaintance Isorales had come into his own.
That still left him delicately holding back an artifact designed to kill them all. Guchiro grimly accepted that, even though he held the bomb between his fingers, the fate of his ward was no longer in his hands.
~ ~ ~
There had been no time to experiment with her new abilities on Ichil, so Fiyu delighted in testing them now. Few of the opponents they faced could equal herself or her companion, particularly with her presence hidden. In fact, the only thing limiting her was that she didn't want to kill any of her targets.
Between herself and Friend Theo, no one could stand against them. In fact, she could have simply maintained her bubble of stealth and let Friend Theo use his gravity to throw opponents into portals. Many of them had at least some ability to resist, so she would also take part. Targeted lightstorms were enough to push back the strongest, and for those that looked too fragile, Fiyu poked them with a column of darkness.
Then a blinding light washed out the room and Fiyu realized that the comfortable fight was over. The wave of it couldn't make her visible because of her Corporeal Floor, but it tore through her larger bubble of stealth and revealed Friend Theo.
"I knew I'd find you here!" Adversary Cannium blazed into the room, surrounded by even more light than before. Fiyu frowned into the blinding source. It wasn't only him, he was followed by more Dortorus soulcrafters - uninjured and apparently fresh combatants.
"I only wish to prevent anyone from coming to harm," Fiyu said.
"More likely you want to infect the lineagegem with your darkness!" Adversary Cannium unleashed an assault, his light aura expanding into lances that stabbed out in the direction of her voice. Very much like her physical darkness, though much more troubling. Fiyu managed to evade them and remained hidden.
"Please do not-" But there was no more time to talk, because Adversary Cannium's allies were beginning to attack.
Friend Theo struck faster, again twisting gravity to his whims and sending many of the attacking Dortorus soulcrafters flying. Of course Adversary Cannium was unaffected, because his soulhome was well-designed enough that it gave him great control over his body.
Fiyu instinctively reacted matching light with darkness. Though she couldn't use the skill as masterfully as her relative, the darkness flowed from her far more smoothly and forcefully than before. The process pleased her... but it was enraging Adversary Cannium.
Letting the darkness recede within her, Fiyu attempted to match him using only her other abilities. The trouble was that they didn't want to kill their opponents and so many of her techniques were lethal. Friend Theo was using various techniques to keep the others away from her, but she wished that he would take care of Adversary Cannium so she wouldn't have to worry about these concerns.
Deciding that her lightstorms would be less offensive, Fiyu tried to match light with light. Her storm tore through many of his tendrils of light and knocked him back through the air. Unfortunately, it did not have the intended effect.
"Enough of this mockery!" Adversary Cannium drew on even more cantae and prepared a larger assault. Solid beams of light began to rotate in all directions, dealing no damage to the tower but sizzling with power. It was certainly an effective technique, and she wished she was fighting it under different circumstances.
How could she get through to someone so angry? The bitter thought made Fiyu think of Betrayer Senka and a new idea emerged.
She slipped deep into her stealth technique and began weaving through the beams of light. Her adversary reacted with admirable instincts, blasting spikes of light both in the direction she had been moving as well as along the direct path to him. But now that she had ascended, Fiyu was no longer at a speed disadvantage compared to Authorities, so she slid around them.
When she stepped behind her opponent, she formed a blade around her hand, then set it to his throat very carefully.
"I do not want to hurt you," Fiyu said. Adversary Cannium jumped but didn't immediately strike back because he could feel her cantae tickling his throat.
"You have a funny way of showing it."
"If I wanted to hurt you, I would have done it then." Fiyu released her technique and took a step back. She wasn't so foolish as to lower all her defenses, but placing herself in that position was still a great risk. Adversary Cannium glared at her.
"What kind of trick is this?"
"Please listen to me. We were told that you wanted to steal the lineagegem. All we have ever wanted to do was stop you and protect other contestants."
"Lies!" Adversary Cannium burned brighter for a moment, but he didn't attack her. "I swear to you... maybe some corrupt part of the Dortorus lineage wants to steal this thing, but I know nothing about it. There's a rot in our lineages, trying to destroy Ugustial."
"Think about what we have done." Her adversary still seemed very angry, but at least he was listening. "We have not harmed anyone. If you stand down, so will we, then we can sort everything out."
"Of course you'd say that! You're outnumbered and you know you'll lose in the end. This is just a trick to save yourselves now that you've realized you failed."
It was closer to true than she wanted to admit: Friend Theo was struggling to contain all of the other soulcrafters and had been struck by several cantae bolts. Fiyu could keep fighting for a long time, but it wasn't clear that she could win now that she had given up her advantage. Perhaps her attempt at a good faith offering hadn't been enough.
"Enough!" Adversary Cannium waved a hand and columns of light suddenly closed around Fiyu. "We'll take you in first. If you're really innocent, you have nothing to fear."
The light was oppressive, as if it sought to bore into her soul and open it to the world. Fiyu instinctively tried to lash out at it, but she'd given her opponent too strong a position: he increased the flow of his cantae and light pierced her. It didn't harm her body, but the burning sensation pinned her in place, making it almost impossible to move.
"We aren't losing." The voice spoke from the side and Fiyu struggled to sense who had spoken through the brilliance. Before she could figure it out, someone swept past her.
Adversary Cannium was buffeted backward and the columns of light around Fiyu shattered. She looked to the source and could not believe her eyes: Friend Nauda stood beside her, glorious and beautiful, a new cloak whipping around her body. Her cantae flowed with an Authority's intensity. It seemed that she had understood the goal as well, because she only gathered her power in her staff instead of attacking.
"You're an Authority now too?" Adversary Cannium staggered backward as he recovered, staring incredulously. "Where did you come from?"
"Your team is looking a little thin on Authorities." Friend Theo floated down on Fiyu's other side but remained hovering in the air with small rocks levitating around him.
Even though the Dortorus group still had the advantage in numbers, Fiyu did not believe they had the upper hand. With her standing in between Friend Nauda and Friend Theo, they looked indomitable. It seemed that the others were making the same calculation, because they threw down their weapons. Eventually Adversary Cannium cursed under his breath and finally released his light.
"You really aren't here to attack?" he asked. When he wasn't shouting, his voice was surprisingly melodious.
"We do not want to hurt anyone." Fiyu tried to put all her earnestness into her voice as she spoke to the entire group. "Please, many are only fighting each other because they believe you are attacking. If we all stand down now, the battle can be ended peacefully."
"I..." Adversary Cannium took a deep breath, then abruptly turned back to the others. "Stand down! Let's go talk to the princes and get to the bottom of this!"
As the group began to leave, Fiyu searched carefully for some further layer of deception. Yet it seemed as though the Dortorus teams were truly giving up the fight. They began picking up injured allies and departing through the hole that had been made in the sides of the spire. Hopefully they would tell all of the other Dortorus soulcrafters as well and there would be no need for more violence.
"Gah, that hurts." They hadn't been alone for long when Friend Nauda spoke. She reached into the neck of her robe and pulled out a blue mask, which she threw to the ground. "That thing was burning hot by the end. How did that Gatrium soulcrafter wear it on his face?"
"Most likely he had an armament chamber for it," Friend Theo said. It seemed that he had already understood what Fiyu was only then realizing.
With the mask separated from her body, Friend Nauda's cantae diminished. She was only a Ruler, as she had been before. "You didn't ascend," Fiyu breathed.
"I want to do it right." Friend Nauda looked between the two of them, smiling wearily, and her gaze lingered on Fiyu. "My soulhome isn't as good as either of yours, but I want it to be. I want to soulcraft until I can keep traveling with you."
"Oh, Nauda..."
"Touching." The new voice spoke harshly and Fiyu realized in alarm that someone had managed to slip within the range of her senses without her noticing.
Unknown Nifanos Dortorus floated in the air, silhouetted in the hole that led to the outside. Her elegant wrap, her hair, and her wings were all untouched by the battle. It could be difficult to tell the emotions of hovering Authorities, due to how they held their muscles, but Fiyu misliked the tension around her eyes.
"If you're really interested in peace," Unknown Nifanos said, "then you'll come with me. Some parts of this don't add up."
Fiyu glanced toward Friend Theo, afraid that he would want to continue fighting. But even he raised his hands and shook his head. "You don't need to threaten. I'd like to get to the bottom of this myself."
"Then why don't we head inside?" Unknown Nifanos floated closer to them and the implicit threat of her aura made them all retreat deeper into the tower. "Something about this has never made any sense to me. One of our own was killed... a murder, or to cover up a crime? And then the underclouder attack on our soulcrafters... allegedly there was no connection, but we all know better."
"Your lineage is hardly innocent," Friend Theo said as they walked deeper. "You've been harming people from the beginning."
"There's no more need for such lies. I know that Ractifus gave you a key so you could subvert the Wakespire."
The woman's tone made Fiyu flinch away, ready to defend herself. But Unknown Nifanos showed no sign of attacking them and it didn't seem as though she had planned a surprise assault. Given her power, she didn't consider it necessary.
"I don't know your game, but I don't care." Adversary Nifanos began to glow like an emerald sun as the lines of her Ethereal Floor wove their way through her wings. "The three of you are right at the heart of this rot. It ends now."




Chapter 46

Nauda wanted to trust in the strength of her friends, especially given how they'd ascended to Authority. Fiyu looked better than ever, comfortable in her darkness and brimming with new power. But they were facing an opponent who had been at the same tier for years longer than they had. Nifanos had cut no corners: she brought the full fury of a veteran Authority upon them.
Fiyu was remaining mobile, unleashing storms of light before slipping away ahead of the retaliation. The problem was that her bolts didn't seem to get through the emerald aura and Nifanos wasn't striking back with the full blast she'd used to annihilate them earlier. Now that her targets could dodge, she was conserving her strength and only using ordinary cantae bolts, at least insofar as any Authority's cantae could be "ordinary".
That was what kept Nauda running ahead of the others instead of trying to assist. Her defenses might survive one or two bolts, but if Nifanos actually got a grip on her or pinned her down, she'd instantly become a liability. She wouldn't let herself bring the group down when her allies were managing the fight so far.
They sprinted up another staircase, but they were rapidly running out of room. Theo and Nauda kept moving, but Fiyu dodged to the side and hid herself again. When Nifanos flew after them, Fiyu unleashed a light storm directly into her flank, far more intense than before.
Nifanos staggered in pain... and unleashed raw destruction in response. The emerald beam encompassed Fiyu completely and Nauda let out a cry, afraid that she had just seen Fiyu reduced to ash. But the other woman became visible as she struck the opposite wall, still intact: even if her opponent had an immensely powerful Ethereal Floor, Fiyu was an Authority now and wouldn't die so easily.
Before Fiyu could hit the ground, Theo had a gravitational grip on her and she fell toward their position. She was able to regain her feet shortly and thrust out a finger. Nauda could barely hear her "That way!" between gasps, but the instruction was clear enough.
Their group turned the corner around the edge of the spire and Theo touched the key to the stones where Fiyu had pointed. A wall of darkness emerged on the other side, none of the light from the corridor falling past the entrance. It was the old dark room... Nauda let her friends pull her in and trusted that they would keep her safe from all the obstacles rushing through the air around them.
"This won't hold her long," Theo said tersely. "Fiyu, hide us. I'm going to open the opposite side, then distract her so we can get clear."
"Is our goal to run?" Nauda asked. "Do we actually have backup?"
"My relative will help us," Fiyu said, but it sounded like she was trying to convince herself.
Before they could fully execute the plan, the sound of cracking stone interrupted their whispers. Nauda couldn't see anything, but she heard Fiyu gasp and could feel the room shaking around them.
"You think I'm going to come in there after you?" Nifanos called. "Don't insult me."
More cracks erupted around them and the darkness flickered. Nauda caught fractured glimpses of the very walls and ceiling of the dark chamber breaking apart, then they all shattered at once. The explosion sent all three of them flying in different directions. Nauda skidded to the edge of a path, nearly falling into the abyss below. With the spire malfunctioning, she didn't want to know what would happen if she fell below.
Nifanos floated in the door, her eyes still burning green. "That's better."
Theo rose into the air and began casting his bolt technique. Midway to their target, the bolts suddenly entered a hovering portal and reappeared behind her. She retaliated, but Theo deflected her attacks with some new technique while he continued to strike her from all sides. Nauda could see her wince with each impact, even though they didn't penetrate her aura. Was he using small singularities instead of his usual technique? When she tried to charge at him, he would vanish and reappear across the room.
For a little while, Nauda thought that he could actually do it. She was fully prepared to leap to assist Theo when he faltered. Then he teleported himself away, as usual, but this time Nifanos pursued. She blurred across the room, leaving emerald afterimages, and blasted him into the wall.
Theo struck the stone and started to move, but Nifanos had no intention of making the same mistake a second time. She closed on him, grabbing his smoking coat and raising her other hand to deliver a blast directly to his face.
Before she knew it, Nauda was across the room. She swung her staff with as much power as she could and delivered a strike directly to one of Nifanos's wings.
Practically the next moment, emerald light encompassed her. The agony hurled Nauda back and she was shocked to discover that she was still intact. Her notemerald belt burned around her waist, barely able to contain the onslaught.
"A Ruler survived that?" Nifanos stared down at her like a bug, then released another blast.
The next moment Nauda was across the room gasping for breath. Before anything else, she was aware of Fiyu carrying her and surrounding them in a soothing sphere of stealth. Nauda looked across the room and saw that Theo had also escaped Nifanos and gotten to a position for ranged attacks.
It looked like he was beginning his strategy of tunneling blasts again, but more cautiously. They followed him while hidden as he retreated back to the outer corridors toward the next floor. Nifanos pursued inexorably, ready for an attack from all sides.
"We cannot win like this." Fiyu's arm felt strong around Nauda's waist, but her head was sagging. "Not unless we can uncover a weakness."
"Stay and keep hiding me," Nauda said. "Let's see what we can learn from her blueprint."
Nifanos had an ordinary enough soulhome with only one floor of shielding wall, so it wasn't difficult for Nauda's telescope to look inside. Even at a glance, her Ethereal Floor was obvious: all her walls were made of white marble, but only her fourth floor was covered in pulsing green lines.
Inspecting it just made things worse. Nifanos was clearly experienced with this form, because she was only spending a tiny current of cantae maintaining it. Her flight, her normal attacks, and her defenses were all generated by her main soulhome. That left her with plenty of enriched cantae to keep delivering those devastating attacks. Theo was staying away from her by retreating up the spire, but that wouldn't be enough to wear her down.
"What about a single lethal attack?" Fiyu asked. "Her aura is strong, but if I got close..."
"Don't try it." Nauda pointed toward one of the chambers on the corner of the top floor. "That room looks like an emergency defense to me. She knows opponents will try to kill her before she can use her offensive power, so she has that set to explode when she's at risk."
"But... how many defensive chambers does she have? If we could threaten her twice...?"
"Maybe she'd be vulnerable then, but can you afford the risk?"
"I do not know if we can afford to keep fighting like this." Fiyu stared at the cantae flow in dismay. "She is too efficient, and will be able to continue at this pace for quite some time."
At that moment, Theo entered another challenge room and began using his tunneling technique again. Nifanos drew back slightly and watched his portals, ready to deflect any bolts he sent at her. Instead, the burning sublime beast plunged through. It opened all four jaws and tried to fry Nifanos at close range.
Nauda had hoped that she would see Nifanos expend her cantae in desperation, but she only vented some to deflect the worst of the attack. A moment later she unleashed another one of her devastating swaths of cantae, annihilating the sublime beast in an instant.
But that strike, despite its immense power, gave Nauda a flicker of hope. When it occurred, a significant quantity of cantae was expelled through one of the emerald windows. Nifanos couldn't afford to keep spending cantae on attacks like that, which explained all her other efficiencies.
"We need to bait her into using those more," Nauda said. Fiyu had observed the same thing and nodded her agreement.
While still hidden, Nauda began forming a thick swath of defensive wards across the floor. With her new armament around her neck, she thought they could survive one of those blasts, so the only issue was how to get Nifanos to target her. Nauda gestured for Fiyu to move away, then thrust her staff forward.
Her binding technique caught Nifanos in the back but couldn't really hold her in place. It did get her attention: she blurred away from Theo, dodging more of his bolts, and turned on Nauda. She noticed the wards immediately and raised a hand... and then narrowed her eyes.
Instead of using another blast, Nifanos moved directly into the wards. They crackled and tried to force her back, but her Authority-tier cantae melted them in front of her. Without wasting her precious Ethereal cantae, Nifanos was still destroying the barrier. As she pushed through, her hand getting closer and closer to Nauda, she began to grin. It was all Nauda could to do to keep her bound in place, even though it was useless.
Just as the hand broke through her wards and cantae formed to kill Nauda, the floor disappeared under her feet. She suddenly fell upwards, landing just beside Theo on the opposite side of the chamber. He grimaced and shook his head.
"I take it baiting attacks is the only way to drain her cantae? It was a good effort, but she's not dumb enough to waste her strength."
"What do we do now?" Nauda asked. Fiyu was firing from cover, trying to keep Nifanos distracted, but the retaliatory strikes came alarmingly quickly. At any moment, her injured body might appear and collapse to the ground.
"Either we get high enough to reach other fighters or we stall her long enough for Guchiro to arrive. If we can't, we're dead."




Chapter 47

Just when Theo thought he couldn't take any more, he felt Fiyu's stealth technique slip over him. Nifanos was still staring in his direction, so he used another portal to tunnel them across the room. Their opponent sensed their movement and looked around for only a moment before she flew up to block their path onward. She wasn't just using blasts, she was adapting to Fiyu's stealth by scattering sparks of her cantae around the room to track them.
Both of the others were in the technique with him. They'd all taken some injuries and they were definitely lower on cantae than at the start, but they still had resources. The question was whether they had enough to survive more engagements.
"Take this." Nauda pulled one of her manna and honey discs from her soulhome.
Theo took it without question and bit down. Immediately he felt foreign cantae flow through his body... and the pain of his wounds eased. The honey was rich in energy that his enhancement chambers immediately fed on, restoring him more rapidly than before. He saw that Nauda and Fiyu were each eating one themselves, significantly healing them.
"Well done, Nauda." He started to touch her arm, but she shook her head.
"That's all I have. Not for now, I mean for days and days. If we can't survive with this, we can't survive at all."
"That's enough that our injuries won't be slowing us down. We can try more ambitious strategies again."
Fiyu frowned as she stared at their opponent. "She cannot see me, but her tracking is getting better. I fear, with her speed..."
"Our best shot is to keep using the spire against her." Theo turned toward Fiyu. "I'm bad at differentiating these chambers, but is there anything useful nearby? Anything that's still working?"
"Oh!" Fiyu's face broke out into a smile. "The slope is nearby... but can we get her there?"
"You move around to the other side. I know she'll notice, but I'll distract her."
Neither of them liked that plan, but they didn't exactly have any safe options. Theo started to generate a singularity, then nodded for them to go. As soon as they ran around the opposite side of the spire, he closed his hands and tunneled the singularity directly into Nifanos.
She moved aside before it could manifest. It opened beside her, briefly sucking up some of her cantae before she snuffed it out. Theo immediately generated another partial singularity and this time sent it sailing toward her. Nifanos barely even tilted her body to dodge it and stared at him contemptuously.
"Those might be able to get through my aura eventually, but do you think I'll stand still and wait for that to happen?" She began floating toward him, her aura burning brighter. "You're a child, impressed with petty little ranks. I've been an Authority for over a decade, boy."
"If we're talking," Theo said, "can we discuss your accusations?"
"You think you can wait out my Ethereal Floor with babbling?" Nifanos sneered again. "Naive. I'm not interested in what minions of evil have to say."
"Wait, please consider my rebuttal..." Theo had been forming another singularity while they spoke and now teleported it into her face. Again, it only lasted a moment before she snuffed it out, but she snarled and swept after him.
Theo laughed, just to antagonize her, and began sprinting around the outer ring of the spire. He could vaguely feel that Nauda and Fiyu were in position, but he was still a little too far from them. It was all he could do to stay ahead of Nifanos.
No, more than he could do. He failed to dodge fast enough and one of her emerald blasts clipped his shoulder. Theo tumbled over the stone and scraped his way across the floor. His coat had broken apart, revealing burned skin all across his shoulder, which meant that its protective capacity was wearing thin. He'd gotten her to expend more of her Ethereal cantae, but she had more than enough to kill them all if her blasts connected.
Before she could finish him off, Theo reversed his gravity and soared away. After running along the ceiling for a time, he returned to normal gravity, letting rocks fall along with him... and then used his cantae to fly in the other direction. Nifanos shot a blast where she had anticipated gravity would take him, not at his real location, and he slipped away from her.
That brought him to the chamber with a steep slope. He could see Nauda and Fiyu on the opposite side and did his best to tunnel to join them. The chamber tried to resist the effort to cheat, but the spire was so damaged, he was able to force his way through. Not a moment too soon, because Nifanos had just burst into the lower side.
As soon as she did, Theo cast the most forceful gravitational field he could, as if trying to pin her at the bottom. Fiyu and Nauda both unleashed their own attacks, filling the slope with cantae. Nifanos easily resisted the efforts and flew forward.
Just as he'd hoped, the draining influence of the slope hit harder than it ever had before. Too late, Nifanos realized her mistake. The bright lines in her wings expanded, stabbing in all directions and tearing into the stone walls. She spun in the air and the lines tore through the chamber, breaking apart the mechanisms that maintained the draining.
"Up!" Theo hissed. They retreated up the next stairs, expecting to hear Nifanos behind them at any moment... but there was silence.
They kept running until they reached one of the larger chambers, one designed for the officials to use. It could only be two or three more floors until they reached the top and hopefully backup. Theo almost felt hope before he saw the staircase ahead of them explode into rubble and realized his mistake.
Instead of attacking them again, Nifanos slid around the room and destroyed the staircase leading down as well. There were no more exits to the room... Theo tapped the key against one of the walls, but it groaned in response and failed to open. Most likely she'd melted the walls or otherwise disabled all possible exits.
Would weirkeys be able to penetrate the spire's defenses? Theo didn't think it was likely, but they were now trapped in a room with Nifanos and he thought their chances of survival were slim indeed. Judging from her grin, she agreed.
At that moment, one of the portals along the wall opened. Not the wall, swirling light like he hadn't seen since the normal competition. They all stared briefly as the Gatrium Authority stepped through and stared at them all.
"What's going on here?" he demanded. "Is this some new challenge?"
Could he really have been blindly traveling up the tower even while everything fell apart around him? The stupidity made Theo gape for a moment, and a moment was all it took: Nifanos had flashed past them and obliterated the portal. She melted every other portal outline in the wall in rapid succession, just to make sure they had no way out.
"I say, answer me!" The Gatrium man turned on Theo. "Are you one of those cheaters they were talking about?"
"They're trying to undermine the Wakespire," Nifanos said. She seemed more annoyed by the new arrival than anything, but she spoke to him instead of wasting more of her remaining cantae. "Help me eliminate them and your lineage will be rewarded."
"How do I know you're telling the truth?"
"Hey." Theo interrupted their conversation to look the man directly in the eyes and tried to muster every iota of sincerity he possessed. "I'm Theo. What's your name?"
"I... I'm Bonovan." He was still glancing toward Nifanos, but the answer seemed to center him. "Bonovan Gatrium, Authority, 10th class."
"Bonovan, listen to me." Theo managed to capture his gaze again. "She entered the spire illegally to eliminate the competition. You've witnessed her destroying the spire. Regardless of whether you trust me, we're on the same side here."
"These are absurd lies!"
Bonovan Gatrium stared at him for a long moment, then nodded. He turned toward Nifanos and raised his sword. "How dare you mar the sanctity of the Wakespire? Have at you!"
He charged while swinging his sword, sending forth arcs of cantae. It was an impressive display, for a very brief moment. Nifanos slid out of the way of the arcs and closed the distance in an instant. Her fist collided with his stomach, doubled him over, then she struck him in the face with an emerald blast. The Noveni man fell unconscious only seconds after he'd charged, his sword clattering to the stone beside him.
Fiyu flickered into sight with her blade thrusting for Nifanos.
The cantae edge sliced through one of those golden wings and pierced Nifanos's back. For an instant, Theo hoped that it might be enough. But then a terrible green light exploded from the injury and enveloped Fiyu. She was blown backwards, her blade snuffing out, and she crashed into one of the walls.
When she collapsed, she didn't rise. Theo suppressed all emotions and focused on tunneling another singularity toward Nifanos. She was tired and holding her injured wing, but not slow enough. She dodged aside in the same motion she turned on him.
Nauda attacked with a loud cry, her raw emotion pushing her to burn more cantae than before. Though her blow deflected off the emerald cantae, Nifanos staggered. Nauda struck her a second time, and it almost seemed like she had the upper hand, then it was already over.
Nifanos grabbed Nauda's staff in one hand before it could connect, then struck Nauda across the face with her other hand. As well as Nauda had been fighting, she couldn't stand up to an Authority. The blow sent her flying across the room without her staff.
All Theo could do was strike with another miniature singularity. Nifanos ignored it and turned back to him with a grim smirk.
"You really thought you could outlast me?" She raised her hand for another blast. "I have more than enough to kill you."
Theo waited until he thought she was going to release the attack, then tunneled across the room. But she didn't strike. Nifanos simply turned toward his new location and continued approaching. When he hurled torsion bolts, she dodged them. Singularities were snuffed out in her aura. His gravitational fields barely affected her normal cantae.
All she did was wait for her moment, smile growing all the while. Theo was beginning to exhaust himself, his mind worn down by all of the portals. When he next made an attempt to tunnel across the room, his control faltered and one of her cantae bolts struck him in the face.
He fell back, too stunned to do anything but watch as she closed the distance. Her fingers flexed just slightly, the light in her palm grew... and spluttered out.
"What? No..." Nifanos stared in horror as the emerald lines in her wings faded.
She had been rationing her Ethereal Floor carefully, but she'd failed to consider that he'd been stealing bits and pieces with each singularity. Even if he couldn't make them intense enough to threaten her life, they were draining from her Ethereal aura, not her normal cantae. All her careful training, knowing the exact limits of her special state, worked against her. He hadn't been sure that it would be enough, but she'd come up empty in her moment of triumph.
"No matter." Nifanos drew herself up and glared at him. "I can still-"
A staff struck her in the side of the head. Screaming in raw rage, Nauda laid into her, striking over and over again. Nifanos did her best to defend herself, but her Ethereal Floor was empty and all the attrition she'd incurred during the battle returned with a vengeance. Soon she had collapsed on the floor, barely able to shield her face from the blows.
"Wait." Theo raised a hand to stop Nauda before she could beat the Authority to death. "I don't think we've killed anyone yet and we shouldn't start now."
"Really?" Nauda glared at him, still holding her staff like a bat. "She was trying to kill us! Who knows how much she hurt Fiyu?"
"I will live..." Fiyu sat up from her position. She looked much worse for the wear, but she managed a smile.
The sight of her broke Nauda's fury and she rushed over to attend to the other woman. Theo cast a gravitational field to pin Nifanos on her knees, just in case, but it looked like the fight had gone out of her. He walked over slowly, less for the effect and more because he hurt all over.
"We never wanted this." Theo leaned down next to her so he could stare into her eyes. "Nothing you've done has made any sense. Just what were you after?"
"All we wanted was to win the Wakespire." She glared back at him, not giving an inch. "But then one of our own was murdered. When I investigated, I discovered his body discarded like a used rag. The more I searched, the more I realized that there was someone deep within Ugustial, working against us."
"And you think it was Ractifus? Why would he cause all this chaos when he just wants the lineagegem?"
"And why do you believe that? Because he told you?" Nifanos shook her head slowly. "I thought you were monsters, but it turns out you were just unwitting dupes. All of this over nothing. And now we're all going to die in the blast."
"The blast?"
"Oh yes. You didn't know about the artifact? I'm surprised the spire hasn't already been destroyed. I can't escape any longer, so I hope you have a solution, but I'm not holding my breath. Your pettiness will leave us all to die here."
He could have said something about her pettiness, but Theo realized there was no time for that. The damaged chamber was still completely sealed as far as he could tell. When he grasped one of his weirkeys, the defenses of the spire still blocked him. If anything, they felt even more powerful than before, as if the cantae meant to run all of the challenges was instead being redirected.
"Is she telling the truth?" Nauda asked. Fiyu concentrated for a time, then sighed.
"There is interference, but I do sense what may be dangerous sublime materials above us. If they were designed to harm, that would be very bad, and I do not... oh!"
At that moment, one of the walls exploded. Guchiro stood on the other side, but what surprised Theo more was that there were Noveni officials rushing behind him.
"You have to stop it!" one cried.
"We need more time!"
"Come back, we can still-"
"Enough." Guchiro cut them all off with a glance and then turned toward the group. "We need to leave, immediately."
Theo grabbed Nifanos by her wings and dragged her along with them, since he wasn't about to let her get away with her attack. Had they all made it through? Bonovan Gatrium was in terrible shape, but Theo levitated him assuming that he could survive with medical attention.
Outside the central column, Theo saw that a hole had already been blown in the wall. Their sleigh hovered on the other side, waiting for them. There were only a few Noveni officials nearby, some pleading with Guchiro and others fleeing, arms overflowing with papers. Just when it seemed like they would all make it out, someone ran from below.
"The lineagegem!" Ractifus Terefilia staggered into the group, his eyes wide. "You're abandoning it? No, no... it wasn't supposed to go like this..."
He started to grasp at Guchiro's clothes, but a wave of darkness swept him away. Sobbing, Ractifus ran past the others and sprinted up the stairs. One of the officials half-heartedly started after him, then abandoned the effort in order to flee.
Once Theo dropped into the sleigh, he let his body go slack. Yes, there was some sort of bomb in the spire and they might all still die. But he'd done everything he could, so the rest was up to fate. In his current state, he couldn't fly any faster than the sleigh, so he had only one chance of escape.
From his position in the back seat, he stared at the receding tower. Just as he was beginning to feel a bit of nostalgia for the spire, the top erupted in white hot flame. The destruction utterly consumed the upper portion of the tower, then the damaged stones began raining down. After enduring so much fighting and damage to the walls, the spire could hold no longer.
It seemed to break apart slowly, from a distance. Golden plates tumbled, glittering in the light of nine suns. Great blocks of white stone struck one another, shattering into shards that cascaded down in waves of destruction. Soon nothing remained of the tower that had contained the Wakespire.




Chapter 48

It took the city a week just to calm down enough to know if there would be any consequences.
By all rights, Nauda should have been anxious about the judgments the entire time, but her position in life was changing. Her two closest friends were Authorities now and it would take much more than local guards to stop them if they wanted to leave. They were essentially staying as a courtesy, plus Ugustial was a convenient place to recover from the battle.
Considering how many had received serious injuries, Nauda was very grateful that she only needed some bed rest. She was beginning to think she needed a clothing armament, though: she was spending too much of her money repairing her dresses while Theo's coat looked pristine the day after. But she already had more armaments than commonly recommended... one of many soulcrafting decisions she needed to consider.
Eventually they were brought before the princes of the city. It was much like the arc of Wakespire judges, but this time there were more of them and they sat on golden thrones. The same Noveni woman was in the center of the group, though, and she spoke first.
"The city of Ugustial thanks you for your contribution to the safety and security of our polity." She leaned back and gestured through the grand windows to the city sprawled around them. "There are some who regret that we took on this sublime legacy, given some of the consequences, but you have been cleared of culpability. You participated in good faith and we trust you will feel yourselves well-compensated."
"The council of princes also thanks you for your restraint." An old man this time, clutching the armrests of his throne like he feared falling. "Our investigation, and the testimony of the Dortorus lineage, shows that you killed no one, even when you were under attack. There are many here who cannot say the same."
His comments caused some unrest and nasty glances between the princes. Nauda suddenly realized the true purpose of the council: more politics within the city. They knew that they couldn't really contain a group of powerful Authorities, so they used them for leverage in their own conflicts. Still, Nauda was glad that they hadn't accidentally killed anyone in all the chaos. As far as she could tell, the battle had simply been a local struggle for power, and no young soulcrafter deserved to die over that.
"All of that aside," the leader said, struggling to wrest back control, "the city of Ugustial is grateful. If you ever wish to return, anywhere in our nation, you would be welcome."
Thus implicitly suggesting that they needed to leave. Just as well. Nauda bowed along with the others and they departed the throne room. She had been looking forward to talking to Fiyu about what would come next, but before they could get far, Isorales intercepted them in one of the ornate hallways.
"They really don't hold anything against you," he said. It didn't seem a good sign that he needed to clarify that, but Isorales was smiling broadly. "I wanted to thank you personally. The Wakespire would have been very different for me without your help."
"Is the loss of the spire going to hurt the city?" Theo asked. Isorales shrugged, which was an impressive motion given all of his wings. He was holding them back now instead of crumpled and hunched.
"It would be extremely expensive to rebuild, which will be a huge argument. Many soulcrafters have been sanctioned for their actions and there will be politics over that for years. But the truth is, despite all the accusations and complaints, this contest did its job. Because fatalities were relatively low, the city's soulcrafting capacity has been substantially increased. Lineages from all across the continent are connected here, now, and those connections will have considerable value."
"But we are not welcome, are we?" Fiyu spoke quietly with her head down, as if it wasn't much of a question.
"Well, not exactly." Isorales sighed and glanced toward the chamber of princes. "Some ugly vendettas began as well, and there are still unresolved mysteries. Everyone feels that it would be easier if the strange foreigners weren't around to cast strange shadows. Uh... by 'everyone' I'm not including myself. I'll be sorry to see you go."
"We have weirkeys for Noven now," Nauda said. She stepped forward and hugged Isorales, which was only a little awkward due to his wings. "It won't be hard to come back someday."
"We'll definitely see one another again," Theo agreed. Fiyu bobbed her head as well.
"You'll all be sailing between worlds." Isorales turned away and stared out one of the windows wistfully. "It's funny, Ugustial has so many Authorities, but we don't spend much time traveling the Nine Worlds. Maybe it's lack of weirkeys, but I don't think so. We're just... satisfied in ourselves and not very curious. So I really envy you."
"You'd be able to come with us if you wanted," Theo said.
Immediately Isorales shook his head. "There's so much I need to do to support my lineage. My parents are happier with me, but I only won two rounds with your help and my rivals know it. I'll need to prove myself or-"
"Nonsense, dear boy!" The booming voice seemed to open a nearby pair of doors by volume alone and Jorotafes Jadadictus strode through.
"Grandfather?" Isorales instinctively took a step back, but the older man had already swept up to him and grabbed his shoulders.
"You truly proved yourself in the Wakespire, just as I'd feared you never would." Jorotafes spun aside and grasped Nauda by the shoulders as well, then Theo. He didn't seem to notice that Fiyu had slipped away and just kept booming. "I thought my grandson would be a coward forever! It turns out all he needed was a group of foreigners to knock some sense into him."
None of that seemed truly positive, but Isorales was smiling, so Nauda copied his expression. Theo, of course, stepped in earliest.
"We were glad to help Isorales," he said. "And perhaps we should thank you for his help in winning so much of the sublime legacy."
"Oh, don't play humble with me. You were doing this for a reward, right? I'm in a good enough mood, I'll let it pass. What do you want?"
"We don't intend to stop at Authority," Theo said with an expression of utter humility. "We would be very grateful for assistance from such a legendary artisan."
"Just what I hoped you would ask!" Jorotafes clapped Theo on the shoulders again, even more vigorously. "It took me a while to realize your worth, but once I did, it fired my old spirit. I've made a thousand statues for Noveni soulcrafters, and what have I gained from it? Nothing but annoyance! But the three of you can carry my work throughout the Nine Worlds!"
They made plans with Jorotafes and said their farewells to Isorales before departing. Nauda watched Theo the entire time, looking for signs of his smugness. It definitely had to be there, but his expression was too controlled for her to do more than imagine it. Once they walked out of the palace, she bumped her hip into his and smirked.
"That's what you were going for all along, was it?"
"I admit it crossed my mind," Theo said. He finally let a little smirk free. "Stronghold-tier artisans are rare, and you can't really coerce their work. Now that we're Authorities, we're going to need sublime materials more powerful than we can simply buy in a market. His sculptures are worth more than all the prizes at the Wakespire combined."
"Then we'll all have sublime statues... at least, once he's done making them." Nauda's smile faded as she thought back to the conversation. "Was that a real offer to Isorales, or were you just manipulating him?"
"I didn't expect him to accept, but I wouldn't have minded having him along. He's a strong Authority and I think more real combat would sharpen his instincts."
"I thought you might want to balance the genders a little, so you aren't surrounded by so many women."
Theo stared at her, for just a moment free of artifice, and Nauda realized that it had truly never crossed his mind. The next moment he snorted. "What, so we can talk about Man Things? The male parts of soulcrafting? Mancrafting?"
"Okay, okay, forget I asked." Nauda couldn't help but grin back at him.
That expression changed as she looked toward Fiyu. She and her relative were talking quietly, as they so often did these days. Nauda hadn't eavesdropped on the conversation, but she knew their conversations had grown serious. It seemed that something would soon change.
There had been many changes. Nauda thought about everything she had discussed with Fiyu and wondered just how many more there could be.
~ ~ ~
Though her relative told her that sublime statues could be an excellent addition to a soulhome, Fiyu hated the process. The Noveni assistants surrounded her with strange mirrors of sublime glass that redirected sunlight to bathe her body. Worse, as the light bounced from her, they captured the contours of her being, similar to an Ichili sense except abhorrent.
In the end, they used the information to create a miniature version of her, glowing in pure sunlight. It seemed deeply wrong for her to be represented by light, but she had to admit that the likeness was flawless. After that they needed to take several more impressions, this time while she showed them the cantae of her techniques. The tiny images captured that as well.
According to Isorales, the entire process would allow his grandfather to create statues perfectly suited to them. Fiyu disliked leaving behind so much of herself, but perhaps that was a childish thought she needed to set aside. After all, she had won great contests in front of an entire city.
Once the recording process was done for all three, they could finally leave. Apparently it could take months or even years to complete the greatest of sublime statues, so she needed to set the matter out of mind. Acquaintance Jadadictus seemed unconcerned about the fact that they would be worlds away, and perhaps now that they were Authorities, it truly wasn't so great a barrier.
Back in the palace, her relative came to meet her and Fiyu realized that it was time for something even worse. He didn't say anything to her, only nodded. Struggling to control herself, Fiyu sat down and removed the kinstone from her soulhome.
It felt even heavier than before when she handed it to him, and she didn't know if the weight was solely in her mind.
"Thank you, Fiyu." Relative Guchiro accepted the kinstone while placing his hands over hers, and though he drew it into his soulhome, his touch lingered. "You have been my perfect ward, but now the mantle has passed. This is the material I have sought for so many years."
"I do not want you to go." A tear rolled from Fiyu's eye and caught in the bottom of her mask. "I wish you would stay. I still have so much more to learn..."
"Fiyu, we're both Authorities now. My ability to protect you has greatly decreased, as you saw."
"Only because you were lacking the kinstone! Even now, I feel such a great gulf between us. And you will be ascending soon, will you not?"
"Fiyu..." Relative Guchiro reached out and touched the sides of her face gently. He could have said more, but it was unnecessary. They had already discussed this, many times, it was just so difficult to finally face the farewell.
"So I am... no longer your ward?"
"You are an adult by any standard, and an extraordinary soulcrafter of Ichil." His eyes glistened as he stared into hers. "But you will always be my ward, in my heart."
It was such an overwhelming moment that Fiyu couldn't speak. She leapt up to embrace him and her relative caught her in his arms one more time. He still felt so strong and she felt so safe wrapped in his dark cloak, it seemed impossible that they could be at the same tier. However... thanks to her help, perhaps that would not be true for long.
Fiyu would have been happy to leave with that heart-aching but perfect moment. She sat alone, thinking about her own soulcrafting instead of the absence. But as it happened, that was not quite the end. Before her relative could leave, he was intercepted by Friend Nauda. They spoke quietly so that she shouldn't be able to hear, underestimating how much her ascension had improved her hearing.
"So that's just it?" Friend Nauda asked. "You raise Fiyu to incubate your sublime material, then as soon as she can upgrade it, you take the materials and leave?"
"Because my ward cares for you," Relative Guchiro said in a measured tone, "I will not take insult at your words."
"But that was why you were doing this, right? Fiyu said that you raised other wards, too, and left them at Authority. You've been using them to enrich the same material with ascensions, over and over, until it reached the state you needed."
"Isn't that how communities work, supporting one another? You should be familiar."
From the tautness of her muscles, Friend Nauda was clearly frustrated. Fiyu wanted to rush into the room to urge them both not to argue. She was grateful that Friend Nauda wanted to defend her, even as she felt pained that one of her companions would accuse Relative Guchiro of such a thing. Being able to help him, to repay some small part of his kindness, was a great joy.
Eventually Friend Nauda stepped back and loosened her grip on her staff. "You'd better be telling the truth. If you aren't, if you hurt her..."
Relative Guchiro chuckled and Fiyu couldn't understand the emotions that played underneath his mask. All he did was say "The same applies to you" and turn away. Seconds later, he was outside and then simply gone. Vanished into another world.
For the first time in her life, Fiyu no longer had an elder relative. She was her own woman, and one day she might be the elder relative.
One day Relative Guchiro would return to her, she knew. She would need to work as hard as she could so that he would be proud of her. Fiyu wasn't certain what she thought about the strange conversation or the new emotion growing between her and Friend Nauda.
Life had proved to be so much stranger and more confusing than she had ever imagined. And yet, sitting in a bright city with nine different suns burning down on her, Fiyu was happy.
~ ~ ~
Over the course of his first life, Theo had saved a lot of cities. He'd swept in at exactly the right moment, killed the person who needed to be killed, and been celebrated for it. As he stared over Ugustial for the final time before their departure, he realized that he liked this better.
True, no one had hailed him as a hero for his role, and by any rational standard he wasn't their savior. The battle had been chaotic, with no one really in the right. As far as he and Isorales could deduce, everyone had been fed misinformation in an effort to pull as many forces as possible into the spire to be destroyed. For that reason it was assumed the culprit was one of the nation's enemies, but no one actually knew who was responsible or how they had placed the bomb.
Regardless of all that, he was happier to leave a city like this. He strongly suspected that the easy victories from before had been illusions that left behind greater messes than he'd known. For the reality he lived in now, he was just glad to leave a location in good condition with a clean slate. No piles of bodies, no vendettas chasing them, no wars brewing. Nice and simple, for the real world.
One absence marred the peace of it: Senka had never reemerged. He hoped that she was simply searching for the next river she needed, but after everything they'd shared, he'd expected her to return to at least talk to him. If she actually was in trouble, he had no way to locate her.
After a brief time enjoying his new freedom as an Authority, he had begun thinking about all his limitations. He could travel freely on Noven, but so many other worlds he could only access via gates. Even using House Blacksilver's resources, his reach was limited. They needed to begin collecting weirkeys as quickly as possible.
Nauda and Fiyu waited behind him. He'd expected them to talk more to one another, but they seemed happy to stand side by side. So, once he'd gotten his fill of the view, Theo turned back to face them.
"We haven't talked about what we're doing next," he said. "But we can't really delay any longer than this, can we?"
"Where will we travel next?" Fiyu asked. She was smiling contentedly and Theo hoped that his thoughts weren't going to mar her happiness.
"We need to decide if it makes sense to travel together. What are your highest priorities?"
Fiyu frowned, but answered quietly. "I am not sure. I would like to return to House Blacksilver and speak with some people in Norro Yorthin. If possible, an Ichili weirkey would allow me to visit more distant relatives who I have not seen in years."
"I have a lot of people to visit too," Nauda said. "I want to check on the Slescan beetles, obviously, and I also think I should visit Tatian. The last time I spoke to Nanjuma, he told me things were more complicated than I thought at first. I think there's more to do there."
"For my part," Theo said, "I need to investigate my last companion from before. He was Aathali, so I need either the right gate or a weirkey. Learning more about him could help me finally get to the bottom of… everything."
"So there's no reason we have to travel together, but..." Nauda glanced between them and grinned. "Why not? We've been through so much together, do we really want to split up again?"
"I agree with this." Fiyu bobbed her head eagerly. "We are stronger as a group, and we still need to improve as Authorities. It would be better to travel together."
Normally, this was the moment when young soulcrafters faced the Authority trap. They could easily travel to almost any location and be respected. In any town or smaller city, they would be the most powerful soulcrafter around. It would be easy to live a life of luxury and simply stop striving upward.
Looking over the group, Theo knew that none of them would be falling into that trap. Perhaps more importantly, they would be staying together. He pulled out his weirkey and held it up between them.
"Alright. Let's find our way back."




Epilogue

Ractifus Terefilia emerged in Deuxan and smoothed down his robes. The wings, the clothing, the skin... it all felt so wrong after the blast. He'd needed to cut it close, of course, or he would have been interrupted.
While he waited, he let his eyes run up the silvery spike beside him. Statues of demons had been impaled along its length, which was somewhat ironic given how many had no choice but to work with demons now. Ractifus wasn't disturbed by it - nothing had disturbed him for a very long time - but it did strike him as reckless.
"Did you get it?" Calvatrina appeared not far away. His colleague was dressed in her usual silver robes and as she walked, frost formed around her feet. Nice to see Deuxan robes after so long on with the Noveni wrap equivalent.
"Did you really doubt me?" Ractifus unveiled the lineagegem from his soulhome and handed it to her. "Fully kindled by their local squabbles, but believed destroyed in an explosion."
"Do they suspect you?"
"Probably, but who really cares?" Ractifus shrugged expansively, enjoying his wings just a little longer. "Do we have any more interests in that part of Noven, anyway? Let them think I was suspicious. We have what matters."
Calvatrina made a noncommittal noise as she examined the lineagegem. Ractifus didn't know which member of the Salebrante it was destined for, or whether it would be bartered with an inter-world organization, and that wasn't particularly relevant. He knew it was an extraordinary sublime material, which meant another successful mission and potentially a promotion.
"The real pity," he said to himself, "is that I didn't manage to kill their best soulcrafters. I had seeded so many conflicts, but perhaps I pushed a little too hard. Ractifus was cagey and paranoid, so it took me a long time to get his body. Then that turned out to be just as well, because Ichili showed up and might have noticed. Once I got into Ractifus, I had to rush things into position."
"And did the Ichili or others notice your manipulations?"
"They definitely knew something was wrong, but like I saw, it was all a wash in the end. Some random children I manipulated ended up resolving the fighting before the explosion. If I'd played things a little differently, I could have crippled the city for a generation."
"Killing local soulcrafters there was never the objective," Calvatrina said flatly.
"Oh, I know, I just wanted to. I was sick of Ugustial by the end."
She placed the lineagegem within her soulhome and refocused on him. "Regardless, you did well. The Demon Court is managing well enough on its own, so we're sending you on another mission outside Deuxan. We need you to track down one of the remaining unclaimed Artifacts of Elghiera."
"Track one down? If you need ancient artifacts, why not just kill one of those outsiders carrying them?"
"We do not touch them, not for now."
"Why?" Ractifus stared at his colleague, but Calvatrina had the best stare he'd ever seen.
There was definitely something suspicious about their erstwhile allies who played with outsiders. Ultimately, it wasn't really his concern, so long as there weren't new games afoot within the Salebrante. He decided not to mention that one of the children might have been an outsider, mostly out of spite.
"This order comes from the top?" he asked.
"From the old man himself. Ask him if you want." Calvatrina didn't so much as blink and he didn't think she was bluffing.
"No, no, just curious. I thought we were going to spread our influence on Deuxan."
"We are, but we need to trade for greater power. If we want the Salebrante to be more than just the hand of the Demon Court, we need power to rival the other inter-world organizations."
"If you insist." Ractifus had been sent after more than a few specialized sublime materials, so an Artifact of Elghiera wasn't so different. "If you don't have a lead for me, I suppose they have a lot of weakly-defended archives on upper Tatian..."
"Not Tatian." Calvatrina's lip curled in distaste. "There are Borvian fleshmaskers there and you can't be trusted to get along with them."
"You sent the Borvians to Tatian? I thought my colleagues were meant for that assignment."
"We needed to send them to Fithe instead. Our ally there called in his favor earlier than expected and the old man said we needed to invest in the conflict."
"Well, I hope they manage t-"
"It was a disaster." Calvatrina wasn't particularly fond of fleshmaskers, but even she appeared grim. "The vast majority were killed, which means they barely recovered any of the bodies that were supposed to be our payment. Our ally is furious and the inter-world organizations are unsettled. So you can't go to Fithe, either."
Ractifus raised his eyebrows and his wings lifted automatically as well. "Huh. So Fithe is likely to be the next hotspot, then?"
"You just learned most of your old compatriots were killed and that's all you have to say?"
"You mean I should take revenge on whoever killed them?" Ractifus scratched his chin and then shrugged. "Never liked them, anyway. I'm a member of the Salebrante now. But since we're such dear colleagues, surely you can answer my question?"
"The potential war on Fithe has been greatly delayed." Calvatrina answered him in the same tone she'd greeted or accused him. Ractifus had to be good at reading emotions, given his role, but he wasn't sure she had any. "Given our losses, we will only placate our allies while strengthening the Demon Court. Your successful mission will assist greatly in that goal, but we require more."
"Off to another world, then."
He received a scroll featuring a list of potential leads, which was more than he was often given. Nothing on Noven, and he didn't want to return. Before he departed, he shed the flesh of Ractifus Terefilia, then stepped into the chaos between worlds.
X X X
The story will continue in the eighth book, which will begin posting on Patreon. If you enjoyed this book and want to support the series, please leave a review!
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Appendix: Soulhome Architecture 101

(This appendix was originally posted on my subreddit, with character expressions and soulhome diagrams. These don't play well with many ebook formats, so they can't be included here, but I'm including the raw script due to reader requests. Here's the link to the full version:
https://old.reddit.com/r/TheBrightestShadow/comments/k6vxt8/soulhome_architecture_101_with_theo_nauda_and_fiyu/)
Soulhome Architecture 101
with Theo, Nauda, and Fiyu
Nauda smiling: Hello everyone!
Theo smiling: We're going to be explaining the art of soulcrafting from The Weirkey Chronicles.
Fiyu neutral: Are we self-aware now? Is this another meta-fictional story?
Theo neutral: This isn't canon; just go with it.
F smiling: That is better, but I do not understand why we are represented by heads.
T frowning: They're chibis, and I, for one, am personally insulted to be portrayed this way.
N grinning: It isn't canon; just go with it.
F neutral: Before we look at some soulhome designs, we will introduce the basics...
Basics
N smiling: The first part won't surprise you. Cantae is a form of energy that living beings can only use if they open up a space inside their soul, called a soulhome.
T neutral: You can use it to make yourself a little stronger, or shoot it as a bolt, but these things are child's play compared to building within your soulhome.
F neutral: Such people are called soulcrafters.
T frowning: You can't use just anything: only materials with spiritual properties - called sublime materials - can be pulled into your soul and used in construction.
N smiling: But inside, soulhomes follow simple logic. Bigger rooms can store more cantae. Physically sturdy rooms make you spiritually sturdy. Fancy rooms with valuable sublime materials crafted into patterns are more powerful than just throwing a magic rock inside your soul.
F neutral: Not everything is architecture. Usually you begin by creating a "heart chamber" that has sublime materials to generate cantae, which flows through the other rooms.
T neutral: The process rapidly gets more complicated, but we'll focus on the basics today.
F smiling: Let us look at some simple blueprints. I think that will make it easy to understand.
[Unplanned Farmguard Soulhome]
N neutral: We'll start with a humble village soulcrafter. They probably built one room at a time without too much planning.
T neutral: It's actually not terrible... squares are balanced shapes, and the internal doors will allow for strong cantae flow.
F question: Why do they have so many doors to the outside, though? Won't cantae leak out?
N smiling: That isn't obvious to everyone, Fiyu. They may have opened more to make soulcrafting easier.
T frowning: It's an inefficiency, but that's trivial compared to the fact that their design is lopsided. Feast rooms generate cantae, just not as much as heart chambers, so it should have been switched with the technique chamber.
N neutral: They were clearly doing the best they could with what they had.
F smiling: I don't think it's so bad. They have some cantae, a chamber to strengthen themselves, and room for a technique.
T neutral: I rate it 30/100. Thoroughly mediocre.
[Terrible Soulhome]
N disgust: Just... just what is this mess?
T disgust: This is what I meant when I said the previous one wasn't terrible.
N 06: I cannot imagine anyone in the Nine Worlds soulcrafting so haphazardly.
T neutral: They might have been from an outside world, just treating it like a game.
F neutral: ...I think I understand. They started with a plan to the west, then changed their blueprint as they kept building.
T smiling: Yeah, I think you're right. They began with a heart chamber, but after they built their first technique, they found some really valuable sublime material and built the circular chamber to take advantage of it.
N neutral: Young soulcrafters, take heed: valuable materials are better held for the proper time instead of thrown in at random.
F sad: Unfortunately, the cantae flow between the chambers doesn't make much sense. I think they would need to remodel to make this work.
N 09 minus the question mark: Looks like they just kept tacking on new techniques and a strength chamber as they needed them.
F smiling: The northern technique chamber is not so bad. It might be an upgraded technique, merging the flow from the heart and technique chambers. They are trying.
T disgust: 5/100, irredeemable garbage.
[Generic Farmguard Soulhome]
F 02: Oh! These were the blueprints they gave out at Myufuru!
N smiling: Yes, this is a common soulhome design for Farmguards. Note the extra large heart chamber evenly distributing cantae to every chamber.
F neutral: But this would be a soulcrafter at the peak of the first tier. Most of them have only finished some of the chambers and are thus weaker.
T neutral: The thing about common designs is that many generations have looked over them, so they're usually not bad, definitely better than the average hotshot with a random plan.
N neutral: I'm guessing you have some criticisms, oh wise one?
T frowning: Lining up the enhancing rooms and the technique rooms looks good on paper, but it's better to intersperse them. Strengthening rooms generate some cantae too, and that should flow into appropriate techniques.
N neutral: That's true. There's also no internal cantae flow within the soulhome, so the heart chamber has to keep up with every other room. But that's why it's larger than average.
F question: I am wondering... why is there an extra door to the west? There are already three technique doors.
T neutral: They probably built that room first and never closed up the door. If they did that... 50/100, serviceable.
F smiling: But they might reverse their blueprint on the second floor and send cantae upwards. That would improve efficiency.
N smiling: Archcrafter design techniques are too much for now, Fiyu. Let's move on to a more unique design....
[Generic Healer Soulhome]
T smiling: Good, we get to see a circular design. Circles are architecturally strong, so they can make soulhomes much more durable.
N 07: In my opinion, if someone can damage your soulhome, you've already lost.
F question: I have not seen a healer's blueprint before. Why are there so many chambers to generate cantae?
N neutral: Healing is complicated and extremely resource-intensive, so they need multiple sources.
T neutral: Yeah, you actually see designs similar to this everywhere in the Nine Worlds. It's a reliable blueprint.
F neutral: Hmm... I think they mix together different sources of cantae for different purposes? One pair for closing wounds, another for curing illnesses?
N 04: That's right, and each door is built as a sub-chamber so they can apply the cantae via specialized techniques!
T smiling: Healers are limited before they soulcraft multiple floors, but this is a solid 80 for a start.
Spoilers Ahead
F neutral: What is a spoiler?
T frowning: The next image contains minor details about how we soulcraft in the first book.
N smiling: You can skip the next part if you absolutely want to avoid all spoilers.
[Theo's Soulhome]
T smiling: My soulhome is a work in progress, but you can see the basic design.
N neutral: That vestibule to modulate cantae is seriously advanced stuff. Too technical to get into now, I think.
T neutral: Doesn't make a huge difference at early tiers, anyway.
F smiling: I like how the design is very orderly. All of the rooms are balanced and the connections are symmetrical.
N smiling: This is a good time to point out the subjective element. This would be a bad design for someone like a healer who wants fluid concepts, but it's effective because Theo wants many distinctly themed rooms.
F neutral: It is similar for me: I am better able to use light as a weapon because it is dangerous on my home world.
N neutral: It's worth saying that the sheer number of doors would be a weakness, if the heart chamber wasn't designed to set the cantae orbiting.
F neutral: That is true. It also loses some cantae space to the thick walls and pillars, but I believe our companion did this to support future tiers.
T smiling: You thought I was going to give myself a 100/100? No, the true strength of my design will barely be hinted before Archcrafter tier.
N 10: Your false humility is useless, when you've soulcrafted all this in just a matter of months.
F smiling: Can we see your soulhome next, Nauda?
[Nauda's Soulhome]
N neutral: I'm afraid my soulhome is rather modest, and my plans have been altered as I experienced a few difficulties in life.
F smiling: I like your heart chamber! Are the proportions based on the golden ratio?
N 04: Oh, good eye. Yes, I have powerful sublime materials in my heart chamber, so distributing their cantae effectively is important.
T neutral: The construction is solid, and you know I respect the craft on that telescope. But you're making poor use of the size of your soul, and it might not be easy to expand.
N neutral: I know, I know, you think I should build a tower.
T smiling: Separated soulhomes are rare, but there are legitimate reasons to design them that way.
F neutral: All of your chambers are mergers of cantae-generation, techniques, and strengthening. It is not how I was taught, but it is a consistent design.
N smiling: It's a more common model on Tatian than the previous Farmguard blueprint, honestly.
T neutral: Of course, the obvious thing Nauda has over either of us is that partially-constructed pyramid. When built high enough, it will make her an Archcrafter and unlock an entire second floor.
N neutral: I think ascension is probably beyond the scope of this introduction.
T neutral: Considering just the first floor... reasonably effective design, but with flaws. I'd say 65/100.
T neutral: Reasonably effective design, but with flaws. I'd say 65/100.
N 07: I'm humbled by your magnanimity, oh esteemable sage.
F smiling: I think that you are a 100, Nauda.
[Fiyu's Soulhome]
F 03: Umm... normally strangers shouldn't see this, but if this is non-canon, they can't tell anyone, right?
N smiling: I think you're safe, Fiyu.
T neutral: What's interesting about Fiyu's design is that it uses three different building materials, which would normally clash, but fuses them into several planned synergies.
F smiling: Yes. My relative said this blueprint was very difficult, but that it would be best for me.
N neutral: Which of the three materials is that entrance?
F neutral: ...
T neutral: Even though this breaks some standard rules, like having the walls and pillars not line up perfectly with the materials, in this case it's clearly done for a reason. You have to know when to break beginner rules.
N 04: I'm glad to see the window we helped you add to your sensory chamber!
F smiling: Yes, it is very helpful in these hellishly bright worlds.
T neutral: This is also a completely circular design, which makes good use of soul space and is highly durable.
N smiling: Honestly, the purity of the design doesn't do you justice, Fiyu. You have some powerful techniques in there.
F smiling: ...
T smiling: I'd say this is 90+, and only that because I don't know how well the blueprint flows into higher floors to justify the curve. It's clearly a design that's been refined over generations.
Conclusion
N 05: There you have it! A basic introduction to soulcrafting.
F neutral: Please follow precautions and obey your elder relatives when working on your soulhome.
T smiling: These principles would serve you well on every floor, but they're just scratching the surface of soulcrafting's complexity.
F smiling: But I think that is for future books.
N smiling: We'll see you in The Weirkey Chronicles!
(Again, if you'd like to see this conversation with full images, you can find it here: https://old.reddit.com/r/TheBrightestShadow/comments/k6vxt8/soulhome_architecture_101_with_theo_nauda_and_fiyu/)
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