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Emperor of Shards

Water dripped relentlessly, each drop echoing like the blows of a hammer nailing shut a coffin. A thousand drops, one on top of the other, filling the air with their tiny horrible sounds. Cyrille shuddered. If the water would only stop dripping for a little while he might be able to think. To find something that he could do.

But no, the water dripped and dripped and dripped and he couldn't do a thing besides grit his teeth and try to concentrate despite it all. 

So different from rain, pattering down on leaves and rooftops and thirsty earth. There was no smell of the world being washed clean, no lift in the soul as air went fresh and damp. This was sweltering air, smothering air, so thick with moisture that Cyrille felt as though he might drown even though the water was nowhere near his mouth or nose.

And the smell, rank and acrid, a mixture of ashes soaked through and urine that clawed at the back of his throat. If the sound of the water dripping didn't drive him mad, then the stench would. The only saving grace of the entire situation was that he couldn't see a thing.

The cell he'd been flung into was dark. Pitch black with only the faintest gleams of light glimpsed from the corners of his eyes. Cyrille shut his eyes, opened them again and there was no difference. Nothing but black and the smell and the water dripping all around him.

He didn't dare open his mouth for fear of tasting the slime across his lips from landing face first in the muck at the bottom of his cell.

But none of that mattered. None of it. Not the sound or the smell or the maddening helplessness.

What mattered was that he was alive and his bond to Akuchi still pulsed between them. Half his growing madness was the knowledge that Akuchi couldn't get to him. That they were being kept apart by the so-called Emperor of Shards, Odalis Kava, madman who claimed that he was chosen by the Gods of the Underworld to rule humanity.

As if someone could ever succeed in taking the High King's place. Truc knew of Odalis Kava's plans. That was why Cyrille was here. Who else would Truc call upon but his cousin's team? After all, they'd taken on everything from killing Ancient Gods to birthing new deities. One madman and his efforts to overturn the Empire was a simple enough task.

"And yet," Cyrille whispered only to shudder as the taste of the nasty muck brushed his tongue, "here I am, imprisoned again."

He was very, very tired of being imprisoned. Very tired. It was utterly infuriating to be treated this way. Like he was a mere child, a pawn, a fool who could not defend himself no matter what the situation was.

Odalis did take him seriously enough to bind Cyrille's hands before throwing him into this vile cell but not so seriously as to put his hands behind his back first. Damn him.

The smell of bitter almond and blood drifted through his bond to Akuchi. And yes, Cyrille most definitely wanted to kill Odalis, too. With a thousand stab wounds to the heart, with Odalis' entrails draped over the rafters for the rats to eat. With poison poured into the man's eyes and molten led into his ears.

Akuchi's worry came through in a scent of orange blossom mixed with warm cinnamon and butter.

Cyrille snorted. "Thank you, my love, but nothing will calm me down until I'm clean. Nasty horrible cell."

And there was the sense of laughter, relief, a sort of clarity that helped clear the fury and disgust and outright horror from Cyrille's mind. Not much of a help when he couldn't feel Keanu but then Odalis had bragged that his 'Gods of the Underworld', whatever that might be, had blocked the entire pantheon from his 'palace'.

Palace.

That was one of the biggest jokes about this entire situation. The 'palace' was a decaying ruin with tumbled-down walls, rotting rafters and a ceiling mostly fallen to the floor underneath. The floorboards were creaky. The plumbing had collapsed inwards on itself. Only the dungeons under the ruin were in anything like a decent shape.

Though this clearly wasn't one of the places that was surviving the palace's demise.

A rush of warmth echoed through their bond. Ah, so Keanu was there, outside the barrier that Odalis had created. Good to know. He, Xun and Garnett had all found themselves blocked from entry. Akuchi had lagged three paces behind Cyrille when they entered together to treat with Odalis. Which meant Akuchi was outside the gates and Cyrille inside when Odalis betrayed them all.

"Poor little princeling." Odalis' voice whispered out of the dripping water like a rat given human vocal chords. Though rats actually tended to be far neater and more polite than Odalis would ever be. "Already losing your mind? It usually takes longer."

"Not losing my mind at all, unlike you," Cyrille replied.

Odalis laughed, a braying donkey noise that quite suited the man's long jaw, sallow skin and greasy hair. Though again, that was something of an insult to a donkey. They, at least, worked and kept themselves up better than Odalis did.

"Talking to the rats, then," Odalis said.

"Not even vaguely," Cyrille said. He smirked and then made a face at the taste of the muck on his lips. "You cannot keep me here. I will be free. We will see that it happens."

"My Gods blocked them out!" Odalis screamed, going from quiet whispers to shrieking rage in a bare half second. "They can't save you! You're trapped in here with me, with me and my Gods!"

"Oh really?" Cyrille said, wondering if this cell had been chosen for more than just torture's sake. "And here I thought you were trapped with me. My mistake."

The scream of rage was followed by a squelching sound, one that came not from the vaguely upwards direction that Cyrille had put Odalis. This came from around him, near him. It brought to mind tentacles and cruel curved beaks, claws to rip one apart and saucer-like eyes that could see in the dark exactly as Cyrille couldn't.

"Kill him!" Odalis screamed, his voice a spiral of fury and fear that Cyrille frowned over. "Kill him now!"
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Cyrille grunted as his back slammed against the dripping stone wall. Not tentacles. No, this monster had hands, great huge hands that could wrap around his chest and hold him as though he was a child's baby doll. No claws, either, which was quite a relief. Otherwise he would have been dead for half an hour now.

Because the monster, whatever it was, had taken that long to find Cyrille. He'd stayed still and breathed as slowly as possible, only struggling to free his hands from the chains and manacles that Odalis had slapped onto his wrists.

No luck at that but at least the monster, whatever it was, was as blind as he was. And no better at smelling, hearing or tasting Cyrille to find him than Cyrille was at returning the favor.

"Damn," Cyrille wheezed as the monster slowly pushed him up the slime-covered wall. "I'd hoped to get my hands free before you caught me."

The monster wheezed something that might have been a laugh.

Cyrille blinked rapidly, thought about it and then patted the monster's hands affectionately. "Ah well, we can't all get what we want, now can we? I imagine you'd like to be out of this vile pit, now wouldn't you?"

The monster moaned and whined like a puppy desperate for food, for love, gazing up at you with desperation even as it beat its mangy tail against the floor and cowered in anticipation of the blows about to fall.

"If we tried, perhaps we could get out," Cyrille suggested. "Can you push me up to the opening? Perhaps we can get it open and get out. Odalis does seem to have left us alone here."

The monster shivered for a long enough moment that Cyrille suspected that he was about to be crushed just because the monster was so afraid but then as Akuchi's alertness came in mint across Cyrille's mind and Keanu's hope in a sense of light without any actual relief to the dimness, the monster swung Cyrille away from the wall and then straight up the other wall.

Gently. Carefully. With a sort of reaching and hesitation that implied worries about traps and pain that made Cyrille carefully feel the wall as well.

"Ah, I see," Cyrille said. "Or don't see, actually. But I feel it. Spikes. They come out if you try to climb, don't they?"

The monster moaned and sighed.

"Well, be careful not to brush against the wall, then," Cyrille said. "See if you can shift your grip, lift me from my legs. I can reach higher then and perhaps I can get to the door."

The monster did so, gently, so gently, shifting its grip and pushing Cyrille higher and higher in the center of the room. It was as though it stood not on legs but on a long powerful tail that slowly uncoiled underneath them until Cyrille's bound hands brushed against the ceiling of the room. And yes, there were the rotting beams and the creaking floorboards he'd been carried across.

"I'm going to try breaking the beams over our head," Cyrille said. "They're rotten, near breaking as it is. That should open enough of a gap that I can shove the floorboards aside. Or break them. That would work, too. As well as giving us a bit of light to work with. Not the way out I'd want but I'll take what I can get. And if I open enough of the floor I can lower a rope or a chain and help you out, too."

The monster had sunk lower at the start but by the time Cyrille finished with his rough little plan the monster was holding him as high as possible. Though quivering, quivering so badly that Cyrille wondered how long the poor thing had been trapped in here.

Alone in the mucK and dark, with nothing but the ever-dripping water and the sound of rats for company. It was a fate worse than death and not one that Cyrille would leave anyone to, especially someone who seemed as gentle as the monster
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