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To my lovely and anonymous muse.  















CHAPTER ONE

A Fast-Paced, High-Tension, Hair-Raising Montage




“You said this one would be easier!” Darkos bellowed. He looked behind him to the swarm of angry villagers armed with torches and pitchforks.

“Without Malevo, it should have been, but—just keep running!” Geela hated peasants with pitchforks, and, apparently, these had known the two were coming. Sunnydale was proving more challenging to rid of cultists than they’d expected by a landslide.

A blast landed on a tree near Geela, which exploded into a splash of mud and slime. She shrieked in fury and disgust as the three high priests began to charge up another attack.

They ultimately made it back to their camp, where a nervous Darkos paced, and a furious Geela schemed. She’d dealt with enough angry mobs over the years; she wasn’t about to take this treatment from fools she was trying to save.

By the time they got around to launching the next attack, the villagers had managed to mount something of a defense. A magical field surrounded the village, save for the narrow entryway. No doubt they expected her to launch her attack through the choke point.

In a sense, they weren’t wrong. Within an hour of sundown, a towering figure dressed in horned armor of black and green approached the gates, shrouded in a slithering cape and surrounded by dark purple lights. No, they weren’t entirely wrong about how Geela would respond to the shield.

They just weren’t entirely right either.




* * * * *




Darkos huffed and puffed as he ran through the swampy jungle. Geela’s stupid boots didn’t fit well and kept getting stuck in the mossy ground. He should be grateful that she’d adjusted the armor as well as she had. The process was so uncomfortable that there was only so much he had let her do before making her stop.

Now he regretted that decision. The armor squeezed him in places it shouldn’t, all while having open spaces his body could never hope to fill. And the damn cape and helmet were not meant for running through a jungle. The horns on the helmet had probably accumulated a half dozen vines from the trees as he wound through the wooded area. Geela had better be moving fast. Destroying the crystal may have, in hindsight, been more fun than playing distraction.




* * * * *




A small figure clad all in black slunk up to the forcefield around the village and pressed herself against it. The void magic pulsed at her touch before humming to her frequency. With nothing to support her anymore, she fell through as lithe and dignified as a sloth that had accidentally grabbed its own arm instead of another branch.

Geela sprung to her feet, eyes darting around the little thatched huts to make sure she hadn’t been spotted. But, because she was Geela and had already memorized the patrols of any remaining priests, she hadn't been.

She continued forward until she found herself at the manor, where the High Priests had holed up, allegedly protecting the old and infirm of the village.

“So I said to the guy, get lost, get out, get a bloody job. We don’t run a charity!”

Geela crouched outside, listening through a window as the three High Priests ‘offered up holy prayers.’

“You did not, Autumn. That? In so many words?” This voice cackled, a high, grating noise.

“Oh, Ashe, could you imagine if I did? No. I may have phrased it more pleasantly. Ahem.” The voice faked a cough before rising an octave. “Child, your cause is your own. Do not seek help from the divine, for Alerion helps those who help themselves.”

“Code for: beat it.”

“Scram.”

Geela’s shield cracker gave a feeble whine as it attempted to break the field around the house. Unfortunately, it was overtaxed from absorbing a hole in both the village and property shields. It needed a break. One more try on the manor proper, and it could fire off like a tea kettle. Geela needed to get on the property without wasting her shield cracker on the perimeter. So she backed down and headed for the village exit. They would come back tomorrow. Besides, she was starting to worry about Darkos.




* * * * *




Darkos lay face down in a puddle of mud. He was pretty sure he could feel a snake on his legs, which were covered in a thin layer of shimmery chainmail of dubious strength. This particular set of armor was meant primarily for appearances, but did the boots really need spikes on the toes?

He groaned and pulled himself to his feet, only to find himself surrounded by pitchforks and torches.

Shoot.




* * * * *




Geela raced through the jungle, running as fast as her weak ankles would take her. She had a trace on Darkos and was closing in.

Finally, Geela spotted him. Facedown. In the mud. Oh, Darkos.

The villagers were closing in on him, waving their primitive weapons menacingly as Darkos slowly climbed to his feet. Geela couldn’t see his face under the helmet, but she imagined it was weary and annoyed. That’s what she’d be feeling in his situation.

“Today!” shouted a member of the Senior Clergy. “We take down a menace that has plagued our people for too long!”

Exactly who do they think she—Darkos—was? The only plague that had menaced these miserable peons for any significant amount of time was their own stupid God.

As the villagers began their final approach, Geela sighed and plunged a hand in her bag for some void powder.

Just a few moments of darkness was all she needed to slip in and snag Darkos.

Later in their tent, the two bemoaned their evening. “I thought I was done for. Geela. That costume. Absolutely ridiculous. I’m going to have indents in my sides for the rest of my life!” He flopped onto his bedroll. “If it wasn’t for your little poof of darkness—”

“It’s not a little poof, Darkos. It’s a cloud. And that costume was the best thing for this!”

“You don’t have anything better for physical protection or invulnerability?”

“Oh, Darkos, that is not a question you want to be asking. You won’t like the answer.”

The two spent a few hours ‘debriefing’ before actually debriefing and then devising a new plan to crack the High Priests’ manor…




* * * * *




Geela was contorted and cramped, twisted like one of those giant fluffy pretzels that her cousins always ruined by dipping in mustard or cheese. She even had the unnerving shade of orange to match it since she wasn’t going on any covert mission without the necessary garb to protect her. Especially not one where she was stuck inside the temporarily wooden interior of her faithful pack mule.

Shaun wasn’t going to look her in the eye for a week after this, but it was necessary. This was, after all, why she traveled with him. It was just the benefit of having such an… altered animal. Besides, Darkos had sworn up and down that he’d read old sacred texts explaining how surrendering enemies would leave hollow wooden animals as gifts.

Geela had told him that this was the stupidest thing she’d ever heard and that no one in their right mind would ever fall for it. She’d also tossed in that if they did fall for it, then the entire village needed to apologize to the Jungle Region for so tirelessly producing oxygen that clearly never made it to anyone’s brains.

As the mule was wheeled in amid ringing bells and shouts of ‘the witch is dead!’ Geela stewed in fury, already preparing the forced apology she’d make the village read.




* * * * *




Darkos lurked over the walls, where Geela had cracked the shield the night before. He was decked out in stealth garb and bobbed anxiously, listening as the mule was wheeled up to the High Priests’ manor. Once it arrived, he would have to wait until the crowds died down before Geela caused a huge disturbance. Then he’d join her in taking down the High Priests.

The people were due to leave at the conclusion of the acceptance ceremony, during which the offering was blessed and then burnt as a sacrifice—

Oh no. He’d forgotten.

Geela had said she could survive a degree of punishment but surely not being lit on fire. Without a second thought, he sprang from the wall and bolted down the hill, just as the first few flames went up.




* * * * *




Til his dying day, Darkos was pretty sure he’d never be able to figure out how he managed to get Geela out in one piece, no immediate healing required. Yet somehow, he had, with nothing but some minor burns, a bad mood, and a hundred angry villagers at their backs.

They’d fought their way to the manor and sealed their pursuers outside. Geela’s sealing chains wouldn’t last forever, and Darkos was just beginning to despair of ever finding the energy crystal responsible for empowering the High Priests, when he burst down a staircase and found a very ominous gem glowing atop a pile of human skulls.

These priests were about as subtle as the Void Fiend they worshipped.

“I found the crypt!” Darkos shouted up the stairs. “I’m leaving the explanation completely and one hundred percent to you.” He pulled his sword out and held it up against the crystal, before opting for a large rock, similar to the one that had been used to destroy the Sunnyville crystal.

He would crush it and let Geela break the bad news to the villagers. It wasn’t easy telling them that they had, sadly, been worshiping a malevolent Void Fiend their whole lives and that every young priest they thought had been sent out to the world to convert had actually been sacrificed to said Void Fiend. Darkos knew this wasn’t easy, cause he’d done it in his hometown, and it had broken him. Geela could handle this, like she’d promised.

“Give me a sign when you break the crystal so I can let them in!” she yelled. “I’m not opening the door until I know their power is gone.”

“Don’t worry!” he responded. “I will.” Then he lowered his voice. “Some of us can remember to give signals.”




* * * * *




“That was a… mixed bag of events,” Geela said as the two headed out from Sunnydale.

“Showing the villagers the tomb or watching them take out the High Priests?”

She paused, considering this. “Well, you’ve already seen the former, so you know it’s not a great time. But have you ever seen someone torn limb from limb by an angry mob?”

Darkos blanched. “No. Not at all.”

She took a deep breath, closing her eyes briefly. “Watching those High Priests get turned on by the very villagers they tricked for so many years?” A grin split her face. “Oh, it was marvelous.”

Darkos chuckled weakly. “Glad you had fun.”

“And it was perfectly timed too.” She inhaled, picturing the sound of the crystal being crushed, Darkos’s weird, animal-like howl thing that had probably been his signal, and then the roar of people as she mentally unlocked the chains on the manor doors. It hadn’t been hard to cause a ruckus in the crypt, drawing the villagers’ attention. Once they’d arrived, they fell on the High Priests and Senior Clergy like the crows they used to slavishly worship. “Just great.”

“Glad you enjoyed it.” He pulled out his map, studying it intensely. “We got one left. Sunnyland.” Then he folded it back up. “Bit of travel, but it’ll be worth it to finish another chapter in the whole Noire saga.”

Geela’s eyes fell to Darkos, who had started whistling under his breath, probably to cheer himself up. Poor boy had no idea how tightly his very own history had been written into that book.




* * * * *




Darkos raced on the back of a borrowed horse, one of the two that Geela probably wouldn’t ever return. Behind them charged about a hundred duplicated Shauns. Darkos hadn’t known the mule was so versatile.

Geela also looked back then, a wince on her face as one of the Shauns brayed. “I’ll make it up to you, you big baby,” she shouted back. Then she rolled her eyes at Darkos.

The two rounded a large rock formation to find their target ahead of them, the sleepy town of Sunnyland. It was a tiny little thing, maybe only two dozen houses, with sprawling farms around them, apparently harvesting tumbleweeds.

The town was also entirely and utterly undefended.




* * * * *




They couldn’t stop the Shauns fast enough.

Geela was already on thin ice with him after the wooden mule debacle (it had taken her the better part of two days to restore him), and he wasn’t about to pay her much heed.

The impact of mules against buildings was enough to give Geela a migraine. Villagers ran everywhere as the Shauns went wild. The temple, a roughly constructed wooden chapel, didn’t stand a chance.

Geela stood in the midst of the desolation feeling very awkward, even if she didn’t look it. She was decked out in a long black coat and a low, heavy hat that masked half her face. A bandana covered the other half, and where the two met, her green eyes glowed. She took a few steps, and the spurs on her boots jingled with each heavy thud from her feet.

When she spoke, her words drift in on the whistling wind.

“People of Sunnyland. Your lives have been saved, and you are released from this wicked place. Consider this your reckoning.”

“Was this about the void cult?” shouted one hick from the back. “Cause uh, we got your letter. Fixed ‘em right up. We can show you the bodies if you want. You didn’t have to go tearing up our homes, I don’t think.”

“Your town was a regrettable casualty of our righteous assault,” Geela said. She resisted the urge to cross her arms defensively and managed to stay cool and collected.

An old man with a golden star on his vest and a hat big enough to rival Geela’s stepped forward. “Mighty understandable, but we’re still in a pickle. Got nearly a hundred of us now and no way to rebuild our village. Closest town’s a bit aways. We’ll never make it on foot.”

Geela felt like screaming because this was the last thing she wanted on her mind. Instead, she looked to Darkos, hoping he’d have some way to assure her that these yokels would survive after they left. However, instead of looming ominously behind her, he was wrangling a pack of Shauns, trying to calm them down.

Geela’s eyes landed on the mules before turning back to the hundred or so very homeless villagers.

An idea had just come to her.




* * * * *




“You think we’ll ever see Shaun again?” Darkos asked. “He—they—the Shauns all seemed pretty tired after they ferried the villagers to Saggy Flats.”

“Of course, we’ll see him again,” Geela snapped. She rolled her eyes and softened her tone. “I made him what he is.”

“Yeah, but I think he’s kind of regretting that.” Darkos blinked before peering at her through the dark. The two were currently sharing rather cramped quarters, and Geela could barely make out his face. “Geela, if he could do all that, why didn’t you ever use him before?”

Geela stared down Darkos, green eyes menacing. “Well, we didn’t need a wooden mule before. And besides, he clearly doesn’t like being used, since he ditched us in Saggy Flats.” The nerve of her infernal mule.

“I thought you said he was just going back to the castle.” Darkos sounded distressed at the mule’s betrayal.

“He is. It just doesn't help us since the castle is north and the Celestial City is south. Trust me, if we could have avoided our current situation by riding him, we would—” Suddenly, the two pitched violently, and Geela slapped a hand over both hers and Darkos’s mouths.

“Did you hear something, Thiss?” a gruff man’s voice asked.

“How’d’ya mean?” a gruff woman’s voice asked.

There was silence for a moment before, “Oh nothing. My old ears are going. Ever since we loaded up in Saggy Flats, I’ve been hearing voices in the cargo.”

“Just Plains Fever. Or you’re losing your mind. Wouldn’t be surprised either way. But it ain’t drugs, and we’re running late, so let’s keep on keeping.” With the snap of reins, the wagon started moving again, bumping over rocks and roots, the two drivers unaware of the stowaways stashed in one of their larger crates.

Geela let out a breath but was nonetheless pissed. She was truly never hiding in a cramped wooden space again.

Darkos’s thoughts were clearly on a similar path. “No offense, but I kind of can’t believe you agreed to this a second time,” he said, laughing, as he pulled out a small pouch of breakfast. Dried squirrel jerky. His new favorite since entering the Arid Region. “If I’d been the one inside Shaun, I don’t think I could have done this again.”

It was for the best that Darkos couldn’t see Geela’s expression in the cramped crate. “Just keep your voice down for another three days, and we’ll be in the Celestial City and can take some real transportation.”

God, if this Professor Elle, this blasted realm studies instructor, didn’t have something good for them, Geela would curse the woman until she was speaking backwards her whole life. This miserable traveling situation would be too much work for some nobody who may have, in fact, randomly sent Darkos’s parents to a random village, with no sinister motives at all. If the stupid traders driving the wagon had just accepted Geela’s pay for passage, she could have avoided this whole ‘cooping up in a crate for three days’ situation.

“We’ll find something at the academy,” she said, voice bitter. “We’d better.”

Darkos treated her with a placid smile, and she realized that she hated this far more than he did. She cut him back a mutinous look.

“Want to play a game?” he asked. “Kill some time? We used to have one back in Sunnyville called I Spy, but it’s pretty dark in here. I guess we could do I Hear?”

“Neither of us will survive to the Celestial City if we play ‘I Hear.’”

“Hmm. Not your thing. Okay, what about twenty questions?”

“Darkos.”

“I’ll go first.”

“Darkos.”

“Try asking if it’s alive. That’s a good start.”

It was going to be a very long three days.








CHAPTER TWO

The Impenetrable Celestial City




“Thieves!” The shout echoed behind Geela and Darkos as they blitzed out of the little encampment like their pants were on fire.

“We didn’t steal anything!” Darkos hollered back.

“Vagabonds!” the woman screamed.

“Rude,” Geela said, her mutter more aimed at Darkos than the trader.

“Murderers!” the old man shouted.

“Well, now that’s just verifiably untrue!” This time Geela’s comment was aimed at the unfortunate couple who had caught a sleeping Geela and Darkos entirely unaware about seven minutes ago.

“Stay away, foul stowaways!” The words came in breathless gasps as the old couple lacked Darkos’s strong legs and Geela’s artificially youthful lungs.

“Okay, they do have us on that one,” Darkos said. The pair kept running for another few minutes until they had left the little campfire in the dust.

“Ugh.” Geela collapsed to the ground, more for drama’s sake than exhaustion, though her burning ankles did contribute. “Darkos. Darkos, why is life hard?”

He sat next to her and tucked his knees under his chin. “I’ve wondered that a lot myself.”

“Oh, you have, have you?”

He nodded, not catching her tone. “Yeah. Sometimes I feel like the worst thing that ever happened to me was us meeting.”

He really knew how to cheer a girl up.

“I’d stopped at the Pillory and Stocks Inn for the night, and in walks a classic fair maiden, crying about her uncle’s death.” He sighed and shook his head. “I really was that naive and oblivious back then.”

Considering the death glares he was missing from Geela, it stood to reason he may still be that oblivious.

“But then I think of everything that’s happened, all the craziness, the things I’ve learned about myself and Alerion and Noire and… I think I am ultimately happy that this all happened, even if it was the hard route.” He stared up at the full moon above them. “And I think that’s kind of poetic in a way.”

Geela’s lashes were flicking up and down, hard, as she stared at Darkos. “How could that possibly be poetic? Do you know how poems work?”

Darkos was quiet for a good while, ostensibly contemplating this, though Geela couldn’t be sure that he hadn’t just fallen asleep. “I thought,” he started, “that poems are deep words phrased in ways difficult to understand.”

Geela didn’t know whether to groan or laugh or sigh, so she compromised on a mix of the three, which earned her an alarmed look from Darkos.

“What?” he said. “That’s how they’ve always read to me.”

She opened her mouth to find the exact right way to tell him why he was wrong but soon found that there was no easy explanation. In fact, she wasn’t even sure she disagreed with him. Barney used to write her poems, and they never really made much sense. It was always a ‘thought that counts’ kinda thing, and since what Geela wants, Geela gets, it was nice to have someone who could give her something she wouldn’t be able to otherwise take.

Like headaches, mistakes, and heartbreaks. She never would have been able to get those on her own.

“Honestly,” she said, words finally filling her agape mouth, “that’s not the stupidest thing you’ve ever said. Close, but you have said stupider.”

His face drooped.

“Oh, don’t flash those eyes at me,” she snapped. “You just said the day we met was the worst of your life. I don’t need it.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a map and a lantern, which she lit with a flick. “Let’s figure out how far we are from the Celestial City. You know, so we can kill another one of Noire’s children and save your doomed soul?” She could have added more but left it there. He’d do the extrapolating.

“That’s us there?” he asked, pointing at the shimmering arrow that said ‘You are here!’

Geela’s eyes briefly jumped to the clearly magical indicator. “Nope.” She scanned the passage from the arrow to the city. They’d get there by dawn if they walked, but damn, did that sound like a bad idea.

“Then where are we?” He continued staring at the arrow, brow furrowed.

“Brain, Darkos. Use it.”

He crossed his arms. “It wasn’t that obvious of a question. If this was a regular, non-magic map, there’d be no way for the arrow to know where we are. Besides,” he said, noting her cutting glare, “you did say nope.”

“I was just… never mind. If we start walking there, we’ll arrive at the gates by dawn.”

Darkos sighed. “I was in the middle of a really good dream about sandwiches and a beach.”

Geela crawled to her feet before helping Darkos up. “Sandwiches at a beach?”

“Yeah,” he said as the two started moving. “There was sand in my sandwich.”

“What a tragedy.”

“Really? You don’t like sand in your sandwich?”

Geela looked over at him to see if there was a shred of sarcasm on his face. It was, however, irritatingly genuine.

“Why do you like sand on your sandwich?”

He smiled peacefully. “The grit in the nut paste makes it nicer to chew. Gives some texture. We called ‘em sandywiches.”

Oh, to have so little worries on one’s mind. “I suppose I never thought of that. I guess it makes sense.”

He made a noise then, like a suppressed snicker, and she looked over to see him fighting a smirk. “Really? Because it’s absolutely ridiculous if you ask m—”

“Darkos!” she said. “It’s not funny when you do that!” But it was funny, and she wasn’t able to stop from cackling a bit herself at the image of Darkos mowing down on sandywiches. “In my defense, your village is weird. Like really weird.”

“We also didn’t have beaches. I only got to see those when I first went out on my missions.”

“Your father’s from the coast, right?” Geela asked.

Darkos frowned. “I, uh… I’m not sure. I actually don’t know where he lived before Sunnyville. I never—”

“Thought to ask.” But she didn’t push it any further. She didn’t want Darkos questioning his past. That was too dangerous. “I haven’t been in years. Not since before the Barney blowup.”

“S’pose we might have to go there to track down a child of Noire’s? I’d like to see the ocean again.”

“I don’t know. I can’t say much of anything.” She didn’t like being in the dark, and their path had so many uncertainties. “We’ll see when we track down Professor Elle.”

“What’s her connection to Noire again?”

“She worked at the Academy and leads the Realm Studies department. If there’s anyone who’s going to know where some horrible, evil, dark deeds are happening, it’ll be her. Or at least she’ll know where to point us.” It was a lousy excuse, really. But Geela couldn’t say, ‘well, when your mom learned she was carrying a void spawn, Eve told her to pack up and join a cult that worshiped the very same Void Fiend that brought you into existence.’

Darkos didn’t contest her reasoning as he switched the topic back to his dreams, and the two fell into easy conversation.




* * * * *




Geela needed a nap and a bath and a real meal so badly she could cry. But she didn’t because Darkos was already sweet enough to carry her the remaining quarter mile to town, and he was potentially feeling the hours of walking worse than she was. She could stave off her misery until the two could share in it more evenly.

Finally, they rounded the top of the last hill, and there it was—the Celestial City. It sprawled ahead of them, a massive metropolis, miles across and miles deep and a mile high in some places. Absolutely no exaggeration. It was enormous.

Darkos’s jaw dropped open wide enough to probably engulf the whole city if he’d chosen to. Geela hadn’t known mouths could get so big, almost as huge as his eyes. He looked ready to dislocate his jaw.

“Geela!”

She smiled, quite pleased with the effect it had on him. The whole thing shone, even in the early glints of the morning light. It was all chrome and metal, gold and silver and platinum and steel and copper and bronze and titanium, coating everything and reflecting a metallic haze over the city. Dazzling spires shot up on all sides, some reaching thousands of feet tall. Massive towers stretched upward, some as wide as they were tall. They were too far away to see the air traffic of the city, but Geela knew that, as they approached, they’d see dozens of hovercarts, the city’s primary form of transport, and the exotic array of wild birds that acted as delivery and messengers or, if you were extremely wealthy and powerful, transportation.

In the center stood the crowning glory. Not the city’s crowning glory, of course. Geela’s. For in the middle of the megacity stood the most absurd building anyone could ever lay eyes upon. Its construction didn’t make sense; it was as if half the building had simply vanished, and instead of rebuilding what had disappeared, they’d just constructed new towers and turrets and rooms and hallways and staircases and chambers and courtyards, all in the void where the second half should be, all supported by rickety-looking scaffolding.

“See that building in the middle? That's the academy. That’s my handiwork.”

He looked over his shoulder at her. “You didn’t build it.” He was certain, and Geela gave him props.

“No indeed. See how strange the second half looks?”

“Like something went missing, and they rebuilt it but just the interior?”

“Excellent analysis.”

“Did you build that part?”

“Oh no. Oh no, dear Darkos. I didn’t build that ramshackle half.” She rubbed her hands together. “But I am the reason it needed rebuilding.”

“Oh man. Oh man, I forgot you collapsed it after destroying your cult.” He rubbed his head. “I just pictured it so much smaller when I first heard that story. Geela, how tall is it?”

“The half that’s missing had the astronomy tower, so with that, it was four thousand, three hundred, and ninety-two feet, give or take.” She knew precisely how tall it was. One must always record one’s successes.

He gave a low whistle. “Why’d you take the academy out along with the blood cult?”

“The dissolution went poorly. And then we were… found out. Another story for another time. We need to get in that city, and we need to take a well-deserved rest.”

“Well, you’ve got my buy-in.” He hoisted her up a bit higher on his hips and then pointed forward. “Celestial City ho!”




* * * * *




They reached the entrance just as the sun fully blessed their faces with its scorching rays. The massive gates were locked tight.

“Hello there!” Darkos shouted up the gates to the hypothetical guards at the top. “We, uh, we’d like to request entrance to the city?”

For a moment, nothing happened. Then something was thrown over the wall, and Darkos and Geela tumbled out of the way.

“Ow!” Geela had managed to land funny on both ankles and a wrist. “What in all the realms was that?” She stumbled back to her knees, looking to see a bucket still swinging on the end of an absurdly long rope. “Really?” she yelled up the wall. “A bucket? A bucket is the kind of top-tier security in this damn place?”

As her voice shrieked up the walls to some faceless, soulless guard, Darkos investigated the bucket.

“It says ‘ID please’ on it. Has a stampbook too.”

Geela’s head snapped over to the bucket. “IDs? I don’t have an ID.”

Darkos reached into his pocket. “I do, actually. Got one on my travels.” He pulled out a small stiff piece of parchment. “Wait, how do you not have one? You lived in the city for years.”

“Yeah, as Geela Scilatia.” She gestured at herself.

"Okay, but you’re known as Ja’Eel. Wouldn’t they just think you were named after her?”

Geela stared at the bucket as if the twisted piece of tin had directly offended her. “Yes, when thinking of the evil sorceress, they think Ja’Eel. When the people of the Celestial City hear ‘Geela Scilatia,’ they think the woman who blew up the academy.”

Darkos nodded and then froze mid nod. “And you never got a fake?”

Geela’s lip jutted in a pout. “I never needed a fake cause ‘Geela’ worked just fine, and I never thought I’d come back here.”

“Not even to, like, rain hellfire on them for banishing you?”

She shifted uncomfortably. “Noooo… I did come back and get some personal revenge, but after that, I just kinda, you know, let it lie. Some bad memories in there. It’s been decades. I don’t even know when they implemented an ID requirement.” The idea of visiting her old town, her old school, had sat in her stomach through the whole Alerion business as barely a thought. It sometimes rumbled in her stomach at night, like an undigested bit of meat, but it was mostly absent. Then in the cart ride over, she’d gotten a bit more twitchy about it but didn’t let it faze her.

Now she stood at the gates, and all the glee she’d felt upon first seeing the academy was long gone. It wasn’t like any of her old classmates would be there. It had been decades. They were probably dead. They’d better be. And if they weren’t, what were the odds that there’d be an abundance of septuagenarians chilling around?

Geela was tempting fate with her line of thought, and Darkos was still waiting for her to come up with a grand suggestion.

“You can’t edit an ID, can you? With magic?”

She shook her head. “Literally any magic cast on an ID displays on it pretty dominantly. It’s, like, the main protective feature on the cards.” She fished out her own ID and looked at it, at her shiny thumbprint and name. If she put this in and stamped her thumbprint into the book, they’d be able to identify her straight away. And she had one of those lovely ‘kill on sight’ warrants on her, so there’d be no talking her way out of it.

“How hard is it to make a fake?” Darkos asked.

Geela’s lips pulled down. “Not hard. But it takes forever. Forever.” She knew she wasn’t being helpful, but this was a difficult nut to crack. “I suppose we’ll just have to, though. I’ve got the material, but we’re gonna be out here for a few hours. Find somewhere comfortable to sit.”

“Someplace cool too,” he said, wiping the back of his neck. He tugged twice on the bucket, signaling the brainless drones at the top to take it back up, empty.

“Cool. Funny.” She wrinkled her nose. “We’re in the Celestial Region, Darkos. There is no ‘cool.’ It was only comfortable in the crate cause I had a little ice drifter going.”

He looked at her, then at the sun, and then quickly back to her because looking at the sun is always a bad idea. “Oh.” He blinked rapidly, vision no doubt filled with sunblots. "Okay. Right. Can you get that drifter thing going again?”

Geela nodded over to one of the rocky spires nearby. “Kinda. I can get it going once we’re in the shade.”

Without an enclosed space, an ice drifter isn’t too handy. The cooling mist fades too fast. But they didn’t have another choice unless Geela wanted to summon a winter storm, so they huddled around her sputtering cube of everfrozen ice while she scratched at a sheet of paper.

“And how long will this take?” Darkos asked after approximately thirty-four seconds.

“Twelve hours. I can’t get it faster. I’ve tried.”

“Shoot. I mean, right. Okay. Shoot.”

They’d had two and a half days hiding in a crate on the back of a wagon, all time wasted, and now here she was, enchanting a piece of paper, barely hidden from the gates. In her defense, the gates hadn’t been ID only when she’d been there. This blindsided her.

After maybe an hour or two, as the sun reached higher in the sky, Darkos started fidgeting, bouncing, squirming, trying to get her attention.

“Just go behind that rock over there.” She nodded towards a pile of boulders, eyes still on her work. “I won’t look.”

“No. No Geela, look. It’s them! The traders.”

Geela’s eyes flicked up in an instant. It was. It was the traders.

“We attack them,” she said, “take their IDs, render them unconscious, and cut their thumbs off—”

“Oh, come on, there’s gotta be a better way of transferring their fingerprints.” Darkos looked back at the wagon making its way closer to the city. “They’re jerks, but we were stowing away.”

“She called me a vagabond! Besides, you can just reattach it.”

Darkos nodded, now enthusiastic. “Good plan. I’ll use my spooky Noire bestowed powers to fix her thumb.”

“Scratch that idea.”

“We’re scratching the ‘cutting off thumbs’ bit entirely.” He planted his hands on his hips. “Isn’t assault and identity theft bad enough?”

“Thumb lopping is easier.” But she agreed to his edit of the plan, which involved copying a thumbprint and making a fake thumb. It would take a few minutes more, but it would be less messy.

The approach would be simple. A disguised Darkos (just a hood, no need to get fancy) would exit the outcropping and make his way to the wagon where he would ask them to help his friend who had fallen and needed, well, help. If they accepted, Darkos would bring them to where Geela lay in wait, and she’d jab them with somnus pins. If they refused, Darkos would trap them in a force field using his ring of fields, and Geela would hurry over and jab them with somnus pins. This would be a tad riskier cause it’d be out in the open, but both should work.

Luckily they didn’t have to worry cause the old couple was just stupid enough to follow Darkos into a shady grouping of rocks where Geela launched herself at them in an altercation that probably could have gone a lot smoother.

Still, only thirty minutes after taking down the traders, Geela was the proud owner of the ID of one Thisslina Jade.

“Gorgeous name for such an ugly person,” Geela said, putting the finishing touches on her fake thumb. It may have taken magic to make but it was completely mundane in its own right. Wouldn’t trigger a flair on the stamp pad. “All right. Let’s make like a leaf and—”

“Close,” Darkos said. “But let’s instead make like a drum and beat it.”

Geela would have to remember that.

They hurried back to the gates where Darkos looked up and hollered, “Hello up there!”

A moment of nothing and then—

The doors swung open. They bloody swung open.

Geela’s face twisted sour, and she stormed to the guard right on the inside. “You there,” she said, her voice harsh. “Why the hell did that gate open?”

The guard’s face remained unreadable as he responded. “Did you knock or otherwise announce your presence?”

“Yes. We shouted.”

“That would be why ma’am.”

Oh no, he wasn’t getting away that easy. “Earlier they asked for our IDs. This time they let us in. What kind of backwards rules are you adhering to?”

He didn’t flinch. “Apologies for the confusion. Anyone arriving at the gate before seven AM must submit an ID. After that, the gates are open to anyone.”

Geela was shaking. Her fingers trembled so hard she had to clench them into balls. She wheeled around to see a nervous Darkos.

“You heard that?” she asked.

He nodded. “Uh. Are you gonna do something about it? Like, burn someone or something?”

Oh did Geela want to say yes. But an elaborate revenge plot on the door would take time they didn’t have so she just lifted her shoulder and her chin.

“No. I’m deciding to be the bigger one here.” It was still burning in her mind and probably on her face, but she didn’t need to tell Darkos. “Now,” she held out her hand, which he took on his forearm, “let’s go find this Professor Elle.”








CHAPTER THREE

The Silver Guard




Darkos had never been to the Celestial City. During his pilgrimages, he’d stuck to smaller towns, feeling that his skills were better suited for the troubles of the common folk. He’d also assumed the market on big cities had been cornered by the priests who’d been called.

That, uh, had turned out not to be the case.

Still, until now, the biggest city Darkos had ever been in was Spirebrook by the Swamp. A city that took an hour or more to traverse from one side to another? A city with a dozen various dining options? It had been quite the foray into urban living. Or, so he’d thought.

And then he stepped into the Celestial City. He had never felt so small. There were buildings here taller than mountains. He legitimately couldn’t crane his neck back far enough to see some of the tops. From a distance, he knew it’d be massive, but this blew all expectations out of the water. Then there were the people. People from every walks of life, every profession, some dressed innocuously in drab tunics or earth tone dresses, some dressed so flamboyantly and ludicrously that they needed six feet of space around them just to maneuver through the roads. And they got this personal space because who wanted to step on their shimmering trains of silk or bump into the two-foot shoulder pads made to look like spikes? One woman passed by with a dress of floaty periwinkle layers that drifted around her as if gravity had been a suggestion.

Darkos understood more about Geela’s fashion sense in his first eight seconds of walking into the Celestial City than any of her long-winded rambles had ever managed.

He turned to say as much but found Geela’s face oddly transfixed. She didn’t look happy but also didn’t look angry, and usually, when her emotions fell outside of that spectrum, there was something to worry about.

“Wild place, huh?” he said, serving a relatively safe comment into her court. “Does it look like it did when you were last here?”

“Mmm.” For a moment, he thought she wouldn’t say more, but just as he opened his mouth, she continued. “It’s good to see haircones are out. I always thought those looked stupid. And I do like the emphasis on sparkles. Always was a fan. You could tell it’s more than just a passing craze cause look.” She gestured at a few buildings, the very walls of which were glittering in the sun. “You can see its influence in the architecture. It’s good cause matte gold was getting boring. I’m actually interested in seeing how they’ve spruced up the Lounging Loon. It was the place to stay when I was younger, but, amusingly, my reputation as a regular there tarnished theirs. I’ve heard that they turned it around in the last decade or so.”

“That’s our inn?” he asked. He glanced around. “How far away are we from it?” Truth be told, he was hoping it’d still be a bit aways, so they’d have a chance to see more of the city as they walked there.

Geela picked up on his yearning tone immediately. “About an hour’s walk, though we can take a hovercart. But don’t worry, we’ll have plenty of time to sightsee. We’re not even going to try to get in touch with Professor Elle until tomorrow. It simply wouldn’t look right to enter the city today and make a beeline for our goal. Makes us look suspicious, and people notice. Things are just done differently in the Celestial City.”

This conversation was already turning out far better than Darkos had expected, so he pushed his concerns about Geela’s oddly pensive face out of his mind while she settled into a lecture on the fashion, architecture, and customs of the Celestial City, and the weight they held.

People who dressed fancy were either elites or posers. There was a way to discern which, but it was far too complex for Geela to explain. She’d find an example at some point, probably. The people who dressed dowdier were either common folk, elites in disguise, or up to absolutely no good. Again, these nuances were hard to explain, but ‘you’ll know it when you see it.’

“See that woman there?” Geela tossed a terribly unsubtle nod in the direction of a drably dressed woman corralling chickens down the road with a long cane.

“The chicken lady?”

“Oh, she wants you to think that she’s just ‘the chicken lady.’ But look at her hands. Nails pristine. Her hair has dirt in it, but the volume is thick, and all the dust in the world can’t hide the luster of locks washed in the past day. No frizz, nothing. Can you see anything else?”

Darkos combed the woman, scrutinizing everything about her to find a hint that she was probably one of the disguised nobles Geela had talked about. “Her, uh, face? Complexion? It’s also got dirt on it, like her hair, but doesn’t have…” He screwed up his face, trying to find the right words. “Like her color is light. White. Like yours. But she’s got chickens and dirt, which makes it seem like she’s a farmer. People in the mountains are pale cause the sun is pretty weak up there, but here, the Celestial Region, it’s literally just sun.” His voice grew stronger as his conviction grew. “You’d have to work to keep your skin that pale. And a farmer wouldn’t be able to.”

She clapped her hands together, a newer, more genuine smile on her face. “Marvelous. You’re learning. Now, I naturally pick this all up by instinct. You’ll have to try a bit harder to see through these guises. And you won’t always succeed, because many are better than she is.”

“You’re not wearing a guise, though.” This had sat a little uneasy with him for a bit. “I mean, I imagine they probably don’t like you here.”

Her nose crinkled at this. “Noooo, they don’t. But understand three things. One, I haven’t aged since leaving, so while that makes me look a lot like I did, I also don’t look how they’d expect. Two, I never showed my face when stomping around as Ja’Eel Scilatia, so they’d have no reason to believe she hasn’t aged. Three, they’re all blithering idiots. Oh crap.” This last sentence was punctuated by Geela flinging an arm out to block Darkos as four soldiers in gleaming silver armor marched past.

Everyone in the surrounding streets scuttled to the side as the soldiers walked by, and Darkos felt both inspired and cowed by their magnificent presence. The stern set of their faces showed neither scars nor fear, hinting at a perfect track record in battle. Their armor covered every inch of possibly vulnerable skin and yet did not appear for a second to hamper their movement. And as they passed mere feet from Darkos, he could feel their magic, a smooth, smothering feeling, like drowning in honey or yogurt or something. It warmed and terrified him.

Geela’s lips had a twist to them, something smug and angry at once. This was also a dangerous look, but she seemed to have herself under control.

“Silver Guard,” she said once they’d passed. “Something very bad is happening very close by. I almost want to go look.”

Darkos remembered Geela talking about the Silver Guard, the elite of the elite, perhaps the most feared fighting order in the realm, at least as far as lawfully aligned folks went. “Those were the ones who came to arrest you when your roommate ratted out your involvement with Noire.”

She waved a hand, her eyes still fixated on the retreating backs of the guards. “No. Not arrest. Execute.”

He nodded but shivered, remembering Geela’s story, how, at sixteen years old, she’d been visited by the Silver Guard, who’d intended to kill her for her involvement in deadly void practices. She’d bought herself some time, talking with them through a locked door, while trapping her own bedroom. Both guards had died in the ensuing fight.

Darkos had a feeling that the incident wasn’t her only run-in with them.

“What do you think?” she asked. “Do you want to follow them? We can check in anytime today, and this might be interesting.” Her emerald eyes glistened with eagerness, matching the many glittering garments around her, and he felt her contagious excitement.

He hesitated. “How dangerous will it be?”

“Oh wonderful, let’s go.” She grabbed his arm and yanked him forward, his feeble hesitation falling on deaf ears. They stuck close to the guards, slipping through the parted citizens. Darkos had worried about the potential suspicions her actions may draw, but he soon realized that they were not the only residents slinking after the guards in hopes of a show.

“Is this kinda thing common?” he asked.

“A Silver Guard sting? It’s the opposite of common. That’s why people are excited.”

“Oh. Ah. Well, I meant whether this is common.” He gestured at the dozen or so curiously eyed lurkers. “When people do see the Silver Guards, it’s okay for them to follow along?” There seemed to be no social or economic class untouched by this curiosity. A dirty-faced boy with chipped teeth scurried next to a taller man with a bombastic mustache and a hat two feet tall.

“Yes, though people have different reasons.” Geela kept her hand tight on his wrist as they wound down an alleyway and down a staircase to a lower tier of the city, accumulating more followers the whole way. “Most are actually reporters, criers, people with professional interests. Then you have the gossips and busybodies, the nosy type who just must know what’s going on. And finally, you have the accomplices. Criminals trying to determine if the Silver Guard have caught onto their specific brand of illegal activity. Some will inevitably be connected to the situation at hand, and they will not be happy.” She smiled at the prospect of this. “That’s probably the category we fit in.”

Darkos personally thought they fit more in the gossip and busybody category, but he wasn’t about to call Geela out like that. “Isn’t that dangerous then? To follow the Silver Guard knowing that there’s a chance they might think you’re literally part of the group they’re called in for?”

“Ugh. It would be risky if the Celestial City didn’t have a strict policy about interfering with the freedom of the press.” She shook her head in the manner a parent watching a child make repeated poor judgment calls might. “Unless there’s a warrant out for your arrest, you literally do something illegal in front of them, or you confess to being part of the crime, they can’t investigate you. They can’t even get your name or ID, so it’s hard to even retrospectively investigate someone at the scenes of a Silver Guard bust. Oh, one more thing—” Her eyes grew very serious, darting left and right, and for a moment, Darkos was afraid that she was about to confess some dastardly plan to interfere with the impending encounter. “The Silver Guard don’t typically make arrests. Some people involved may be arrested, but there’s a reason the Silver Guard are called in. They’re the Celestial Directors’ personal executioners. You’re going to see some death here if we keep going.”

Death didn’t scare Darkos the way it used to. Yes, when an innocent life was in trouble, his heart skipped around like wild rabbits, but his skin had grown tougher. He’d seen enough death that he no longer balked at its presence in the world.

He nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Sounds good, huh?”

“I meant—no, I just mean… like, ‘sounds good’ like I’m not stressed or upset. I’m not like—Geela! You know what I meant.” He tried to cross his arms and glare, but that was a hard look to maintain while running.

She shrugged a shoulder casually but couldn’t suppress a laugh. Then she held up a hand, eyes turning excited again. “We’re almost here. Look, you can see it in how they move. Slower, see how their heads are turning now as they walk. Can you feel their magic?”

“Feels like a blanket of peanut butter.”

She frowned. “I always said an ocean or wave of tar, but I suppose that works too. Do you feel anything else in it?”

He screwed up his face probably a bit more than was needed to reach out his sensing skills and suddenly felt a stupor slap him across the face like his brain simply stopped processing words.

“Uhhhhh. Eurgh. Blugh.”

Geela nodded, laughing quietly at his attempts. “Tone down the Mystic Sensing. That fog is psionic magic, and it’s naturally safeguarded against Mystic Sensing. There’s no way to covertly sense psionics because it makes you babble. I’m not sure how adept yours is…” she trailed off for a second, biting her lip, before continuing. “Anyway, they’re sending out waves of Placation into the homes and stores around us, to prevent people from coming out during the altercation.”

“Wait, so they’ll magic people to stay in their house, but they don’t mind us being here?”

She shook her head. “No. We know what we’re getting into. The Silver Guards can’t rightly announce their presence, so they send out psionic waves to keep people put unless the situation becomes dangerous.”

“Psionic waves like what you do?”

“No. No, they have an actual psychic with them. One of the four.” She gestured disdainfully now. “Psychics are weird people. I’d argue they’re probably the worst kind of people.”

“The worst? That’s saying a lot.” Darkos personally would have saved that honor for maybe the children of Noire or the High Priests of Alerion or other such type of person who killed innocents for personal gain.

“You’ve never had to take a class with a roomful of tittering psychics who think they’re the Heavens’ gift to the Mortal Realm, just because they can read minds. I’ve only ever met one I could even tolerate.” Her nose wrinkled. “They’re just the epitome of smug silver spoons. They didn’t have to work for their psionics; they were handed the ability. I was ultimately a more effective psionic without any natural mental magic, and they hated that.” Finally, she let a self-righteous smile beat out her irritation. “Anyway, before you ask—because I don’t need to read your mind to know what you’re about to say—no, we don’t have to worry about them uncovering our identities. The Silver Guard are elite troops, not renegade vigilantes. They have very strict control over their powers and a rigid code.”

Darkos still didn’t like it, especially since, in his limited understanding of mental magic, you didn’t always know when your mind had become compromised. But he did trust Geela, so he followed along as the guards once again shifted their stance. Darkos didn’t need Geela’s explanation for this change: the slow prowl, hands-on weapons or held out in front of them in signs Darkos had never seen before. But he could feel the air filling with more of the sticky, heavy magic.

“What magic is it?” he whispered. “It’s not like the crackling lightning magic or all fluttery like fae magic. I’ve never felt that from you before.”

“That’s light magic. Celestially slanted. I’m diametrically opposed to it because of my void influences, so I couldn’t pick it up if I tried. Those two are actually some of the few exclusive magic types out there.” Her voice had picked up a more professional tone, one Darkos knew she’d perfected while teaching. “Healing and necromancy being another. Or demonic and alchemical. Magic zones that aren’t just naturally opposed but opposed on every possible plane.”

Darkos scowled for a moment, as if ready to argue. “Demons and alchemy? How many magic types are there?”

“That,” she said, “is a question for another time. The show is about to start.”








CHAPTER FOUR

A Lesson on Various Schools of Magic




A sharp rap on the door silenced all viewers as the guard at the head of the formation banged on the door three times.

“Celestial City Silver Guard,” the woman said. “Open the door immediately.”

The door did not open, but Darkos could feel a cool mist fill the air around them. It wasn’t quite damp; in fact, it didn’t really feel like he felt it at all, but he still felt it, if that made any sense. He inhaled deeply but didn’t smell anything either.

Then he caught a withering look from Geela. She pointed at the door, then the air, then him, then his hand, and really, Darkos rather felt like she was doing as poor a job communicating whatever she was trying to say as he was trying to explain to himself the cool misty feeling that almost felt like—

“Magic,” she hissed in his ear. “That’s tidal. Get your damn ring on.”

As Darkos fumbled with his ring of fields, he felt a powerful sense of deja vu wash over him before disappearing. Geela tilted her head, lips parted.

“Oh, this will be very interesting.”

One of the Silver Guards looked back at the two, a stern please-don’t-interfere look on his face, just as Darkos slipped his ring on. He gave the guard a nervous little wave, but before he could say anything (not that he necessarily would have), an incredibly unpleasant sucking noise gurgled through the streets, and suddenly Darkos was standing in ankle-deep water.

“Right, this is the other thing,” Geela said, grabbing him by the neck of his shirt and pulling him several steps away. “The Silver Guards are not responsible for the safety of any spectators. Throw something down for us to stand on!”

Darkos looked down to fire a field only to find that he was not, in fact, standing in water. Rather he was up to his shins in… the street.

“Did they melt the street?”

“Darkos!”

“Right.” He shot down a large bowl-shaped field, which the two stepped into, watery rock still dripping off his feet. “What is that? It’s not melted.”

“Darkos.” She gave him her sweetest smile, the one that had failed to win over pretty much anyone she’d ever flashed it at. “I have a flawless memory. I will recall everything that happens here and recount it to you in stiflingly boring detail if you want. For now, just focus.”

It was a good thing she reminded him, for just as he’d turned back to where the Silver Guard had knocked on the door, the door itself flew off its hinges into the wall on the other side of the alleyway. A half dozen people, all dressed far finer than Darkos would’ve expected given the neighborhood, exited. Two had their hands up, but two others held knives to the throats of a pair of women, who both had their hands tied behind their backs.

“Steady and ready with those fields, Darkos,” Geela muttered.

“They look like they’re going to—”

The liquidy rock, or whatever it was, suddenly shot into the air around them. The affected area of street stretched ten feet from the door, so no bystanders besides Darkos and Geela were impacted, but if Darkos hadn’t sealed the field around them like lickity-split, they’d have been drenched.

And ‘drenched’ in whatever the road was now composed of seemed to be very bad, as he could hear more than see it hissing and melting against his shield. Within a second or two, the sludge had fallen. Through the dripping goop on the force field, Darkos could see a dazzling light, which emanated from a golden orb floating in the midst of the six. Darkos could tell who had caused the eruption, a finely dressed young man with wild eyes and heavy facial hair who’d previously had his hands in the air. His eyes and the eyes of all but the two hostages held to the globe. One of the women who had previously been detained now seemed to be free.

“Ooh, guard number three had better pay attention,” Geela said. She glanced at Darkos and tsked, rolling her eyes. “Oh, all right. Rock geyser is the unholy child of tidal and earth magic. It delays the heat reaction of the melted stone for a short while.” She seemed to have, in a very short period of time, forgotten her insistence to teach him after. “That’s an obred orb,” she whispered, voice unable to contain her excitement. “It’s a godsent apparition.”

“It’s hypnotizing them?” Darkos asked, watching their transfixed gazes, especially of the two upfront.

“No. Killing them.”

At her words, the two up front slumped to the ground. As they fell, something distinctly snake-like launched at one of the guards in the back. The guard stepped back so fast that, were it not for her deft landing, she looked as though she’d been flung.

“Ooh, don’t know if you noticed that the detainee in the back slipped her ropes—”

“I did!” Darkos said excitedly.

“—but that rope is what’s attacking the guard now. See it?”

Darkos looked at the snake-like thing, which had gotten very large very quickly and was also now on fire.

“Oh, that seems like an actual real threat.” He tried to step back but only ended up tipping the spherical field they were in and toppling over. But he barely even noticed the tumble as his eyes were still fixated on the rope-snake.

“That Silver Guard it went for? She’s the psychic. Her concentration’s broken, so it’ll be interesting to see who comes to watch with the Placation Field down.” Geela’s eyes darted towards the doors lining the road, hungry for even more complications.

Darkos watched the massive rope-snake, fixated by its new transformations. It was now sprouting littler rope-snakes, which swarmed the psychic guard. The woman hurled icy balls of silver light at the snakes, which writhed and twisted to avoid the attacks.

Meanwhile, another guard had surrounded both previously-assumed hostages with a twinkling light that made Darkos smile to look at. The way the glitter kinda just… floated.

“Floated,” he said, blinking sleepily.

“Floated—Darkos, snap out of it.” A hand popped in front of his face and snapped twice, clearing his head briefly. His stomach turned, and he flipped onto his knees, suddenly very ready to vomit. “A lot of cosmic light is optically transmitted,” Geela said. “I should’ve warned you. Dammit, one second.”

Darkos was just about ready to throw up on her shoes when a pair of spectacles fell to the ground.

“Put those on. They’ll dilute the power, especially since it’s not aimed at you.”

He shoved the rhinestone-embedded glasses on and looked back at the fight.

“Better? Cause I want to show you what she’s doing.” Geela pointed at a third Silver Guard, who sat cross-legged on the ground. Or technically floated a few inches over the ground since the cobblestones were still kinda liquid. “She’s fixing the road so that the others can fight more effectively. Right now, they’re all casting hover foot, which is the most exhausting way of playing ‘the floor is lava,’ but until the ground is stable, they need to keep their feet from touching the road.”

Darkos looked down at the molted ground that his force field had sunk into. “Will this hold?”

“Against some molten rocks?” She scoffed. “I think it’ll manage. Now, look at him.” Geela pointed to the fourth Silver Guard, who was locked in some kind of ornate dance with one of the remaining criminals. Darkos could neither see nor feel any sort of magic.

“What… what are they doing?”

“Oh, it’s absolutely fascinating. I haven’t seen one of those waltzes in ages.”

Darkos felt lightning magic, a crackle in the air, swell and rumble as if it wanted to launch but couldn’t. The guard himself moved in an elegant frenzy, reminding Darkos of his parents’ old farm cat who sometimes killed mice, except the mice were invisible. Or actually, maybe the mice weren’t there at all, and the cat was crazy.

“Why can’t I see what’s going on?” he finally asked, discouraged at, once again, being the oblivious one.

“Cause nothing’s happened yet.”

The lightning mage looked more and more concerned as he continued launching what should be attacks. Or maybe the attacks would have happened if the guard wasn’t always a few steps ahead.

“Why can’t I feel what’s going on?”

“You already have. I love temporal magic.”

Suddenly a million lines zipped into being around the two combatants, tracing a pattern, weaving a massive web around the lightning mage.

“Look away if you don’t like gore,” Geela said, far too late for Darkos to do anything, as the web constricted immediately, dicing its trapped occupant into—

Then Darkos did throw up, and Geela made a noise. “Not in the shield! Darkos, my shoes.”

“That was—that was absolutely—”

She sighed. “I promise, you’ll understand it when this is over.”

Then Darkos felt pressure against the sides of the orb as the molten ground solidified.

“Oh, and they’re out of time. Shame, I’d wanted to see this go on longer.” Geela’s lips stuck out in a pout. “I was hoping some neighbors would join the fray.”

Darkos looked at the doors along the road. At some of the windows, he could see faces peering out like children watching a circus. Actually, it was a little too much like children watching a circus. They were unnervingly excited about whatever was happening.

“You’re still gonna debrief me, right?” he asked, still panting.

“Naturally. I’m not expecting you to keep up.”

The psychic guard unleashed a dizzying wave of magic that rendered her opponent, the rope-snake mage, stunned. The woman fell to the ground, eyes wide and vacant, pupils mismatched.

The guard who’d sat cross-legged on the ground sprung to her feet, and her eyes rolled back in her sockets, revealing an unnerving orange color.

“Ah ah, and that’s our cue!” Geela hastily pulled the ring off Darkos’s finger and dropped it to the ground.

“Hey!”

As it fell, a slither of black snaked around the band, so fast Darkos thought maybe he’d imagined it.

“Rather cruel,” Geela shouted at the woman. “Could get people hurt!”

The guards naturally paid her no mind as the remaining criminals crumpled to the ground, very dead.

Then Darkos let out a long breath, one he’d probably held through the whole battle, even through the vomiting. The breath was long enough that if they were still in the force field, it probably would have started floating.

Geela, meanwhile, surveyed the carnage with an impressed look. “For your quick debrief,” she said, “the guards primarily utilized psionics, light-celestial magic, temporal magic, and anti-magic, in that order. The criminals used tidal and earth, tried to use lightning, and that rope snake thing was either enchanting or transfiguration. Really, for six combatants, I was hoping for a better show.”

He licked his lips, mouth still tasting funny. “So explain the weird dance thing?”

“Did you get a sense of deja vu before the fight?” By now, Geela was all but ignoring the Silver Guard as they entered the abode proper. She was too busy cleaning her shoes.

“Yeah.”

“That was the temporal magic. You always feel it before it’s cast.” She shuddered, but her lips held a delighted smile. “One of these days, I’ll try it, but oh, is it unsteady. It was shocking to see it used so casually in a sting operation. In summary, the guard was drawing points to be connected by lines of energy. He drew them knowing the exact position of his enemy a few seconds in the future because…” she waved a hand. “Temporal magic. Think of it like creating a connect-the-dots puzzle by predicting where the man would be in a few moments. Then he… connected the dots.”

Geela was an absolutely fascinating magic-user; Darkos would never deny that. But in the past five minutes, his mind had opened to the sheer absurdity of the arcane arts. It blew his brain into another dimension, and he had a million questions, each tripping over themselves to spill out his mouth.

“Oh.”

“Mhm.” She nodded and sighed, giving up on the shoes.

Then there was a shout and the sound of heavy armor jingling, and soon the Silver Guard exited the house, escorting about twenty people.

“Accomplices of the Regar family,” the temporal guard started, “your superiors have been charged with thirty-nine accounts of direct murder, a hundred and seventy-two accounts of indirect murder…” he wrinkled his nose and sighed. “Four thousand three hundred and ninety-three accounts of breaking and entering, the smuggling of over two thousand pounds of sparkle noodles…”

Darkos watched the miserable accomplices, hearing their fates sealed by the guard, who was rapidly growing less interested in specifics. Several were crying, a few were pleading, a couple were groveling. Some, such as a large man with red hair and a scrawny woman with silvery blue eyes, desperately peered over at the crowds. The woman especially seemed to be staring right at Darkos and Geela, crying silently.

“And at least a million accounts of battery.” The guard straightened his shoulders, which had started to slouch during the reading of charges. “Do you have anyone to advocate for you?”

“That man!” called one of the watchers, an older woman with a big nose. “I’ll take him.”

The guard nodded and held out an ID pad to her. She accepted it and stamped it with her thumb while the guards set about chaining the remaining accomplices together. The old woman returned the pad with her ID, which the guard verified before handing off the fat man.

“You know what happens if he doesn’t return for his court date,” the guard said. “There are no second chances. You can find more information on—”

“I’ll take the girl!”

Darkos jumped at the voice, which sounded eerily like Geela’s. Then he turned to see that Geela had, in fact, advocated for one of the prisoners. The woman with the pale eyes.

The guards didn’t bat an eye even as Darkos’s jaw unhinged in shock. Why was Geela doing this? Did she know the woman? Hadn’t Geela been gone for fifty-plus years? How would she know someone so young? And why was Geela risking their mission just for this woman?

The guard handed over the ID pad, and Darkos’s stomach clenched. Geela couldn’t just give up her identity! They’d kill her on the spot.

But no, Darkos should have had more faith. As the guards began unchaining the wisp of a woman, Geela calmly reached into her bag and pulled out an ID card. As soon as the guards’ eyes turned for even an eighth of a second, Geela pulled out the fake thumb from earlier and stamped the pad. Then the thumb was gone again, up her sleeve, and she handed the pad and the poor trader’s ID over.

“All right.” The guard passed the sobbing woman, who looked ready to faint, over to Geela. “You know what happens if she doesn’t return for her court date,” the guard said. “There are no second chances. You can find more information on court appearances, including the location of her allocated courthouse and all proper procedures, including bylaws and penalties, in your local library—”

“Thanks.” Geela bared a fierce smile at the man before grabbing the woman’s skinny wrist. “‘Preciate it. Come on, Jane.”

As soon as they were just a little out of earshot, the woman began hyperventilating, completely breaking down.

“Angelina, Angelina, oh Gods, thank you. Oh, sweet pony of the sun, thank you. Oh, thank you to the realms and back and—”

She stopped, probably reeling from the nasty slap Geela had just planted on her face.

“Look,” Geela said. “I don’t like you. I’m not sure if that’s relevant, but I think you ought to know. I also have very little concern for your life, so if this arrangement between us becomes no longer beneficial, I’ll give you back to the guards.”

The woman stared dazedly at the two. “What arrangement?” she finally asked, a question Darkos himself had been wondering.

“The one I’m going to fill you in on in a few minutes once we get to our damned inn.” Geela eyed up and down the road before pulling a rag out of her bag. “Dry your eyes. We’ve got a long trip, and your tears are attention-grabbing.”

“Geela…” Darkos started.

She waved a hand. “All right, yes, one minute.” She snatched the rag back as soon as the woman—Jane’s—eyes were dry and a bit less bloodshot. “Jane, this is Darkos. Darkos, this is… well, it’s not the one we were looking for back in Spirebrook, but this is Jane Arlington. One of the worst drug traffickers I’ve ever met and apparently working for a group that’s not much better. Now I need both of your cooperation to get to the Lounging Loon. There I will finally explain to you, dear,” she pinched Jane’s cheek, “what we need from our soon-to-be guide to the Celestial City’s criminal underbelly.”











CHAPTER FIVE

A Tour of the Town Conducted by One Jane Arlington




“My lady Angelina, I swear, I will submit to you. I will kiss your feet. I will do unto you whatever you will. Just do not return me, I beseech of thee, do not return me, thy humble servant, do not return me unto those who would do evil unto me.”

Geela watched the woman grovel on her knees in their room while Darkos made some tea. He would occasionally raise an eyebrow at Geela, his expression getting more and more amused as Jane Arlington’s language devolved to a weird, pseudo-archaic… something. Geela couldn’t tell if Darkos was amused at the woman’s subservience or if he was just laughing at how much Geela seemed to be loving this.

Because Geela was loving this. The rescued indentured servant bit was always an endless source of entertainment, and Jane did a great job of it. Simply wonderful. Only one thing could make it better.

“It’s not Angelina, you miserable wench.” Geela fixed her with a cold look. “First of all, the name you’re trying to use is Angelia, which I told you back in Spirebrook, but that’s an entirely meaningless correction because my name is Geela.” Geela tossed her golden locks back and leveled Jane with an emerald glare. “Geela Scilatia.”

Jane blinked tears from her pale blue eyes, which now were more red than any other color. “Like the evil Scilatia? Is she your mother?”

This smarted just a bit, but Geela didn’t let it get to her. Instead, she let her lip curl into a cruel smile. “No, child. I am she. You have found yourself in dire company.”

Jane, who’d been on her knees during her lamentation, plunked down hard on her rear end. “You’re what?”

“Yes, oh sad waif. I, the Mistress of Void and Lightning, the consumer of the Eighth Sea and the Destroyer of the Celestial Academy, am your new master.” Geela leaned back in her squishy armchair, very pleased with herself. A teacup popped into her vision as Darkos completed the preparation of her requested beverage and handed it to her. “Thank you, dear.” She inhaled the aroma for a moment before taking a small sip.

Jane nodded, her face in a complete stupor. “Oh.” Then she sighed a sad little sound. “You’re going to sacrifice me, aren’t you?”

“Ew. No, I haven’t done that in years.” Geela took a second, longer sip. Ah, lemon and raspberry. The perfect pick-me-up after getting so little sleep. How did Darkos always know? “No, I already told you why I’m here.”

“You want me to…” Jane’s lips formed a dumbfounded O. “You want me to be your guide? Did you not once live here?”

“Decades ago, do keep up. I left this place smoking long before you were born.” Geela took another sip at her tea, letting the flavors flow over her tongue. “But yes, guide. You get the idea. See, I have a little problem here. I’m in this fun little legal class colloquially known as ‘kill on sight.’” She gave a little laugh. “Now, luckily for me, nobody really expects me to have stayed this young for so long, but the longer I spend time in the shiny part of the city, the better the odds are that some brat is gonna tug their mother’s robes and ask ‘Why’s that lady look like the statue of the lady who blew up the academy,’ and ultimately the jig will be up.”

Jane nodded, the dumb look still on her face a moment longer before she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then she crawled back to one knee and bowed her head. “I am yours to command, mistress.”

“Good. I placed a dinner order with the tavern downstairs. Be a good, humble servant and go fetch it, hmm?” Geela waved a hand at the door. “Go on now. Shoo.”

And just like that, Jane scuttled from the room and was gone.

Geela let out a big breath. “Ahhhhh, I do love this. I haven’t had a proper grunt in a while.”

Darkos had the nerve to look offended at this.

“What?” she said. “You’re far too self-important, and really, lumbering around with your head all low wouldn’t be a good look anyway. You’re more like a henchman.”

“Hmph.” He sat down on one of the stools in the room, sipping his own mug. “I guess that’s fair. Also, I didn’t know you drained the Eighth Sea!”

“Huh. I wouldn’t have even expected you to know about that.” It had happened before his birth, and it was in a remote enough part of the world that not too much had been disrupted.

“Always asked our teacher why it went from Seventh Sea to Ninth Sea, and she just said ‘that’s how it is.’” He shrugged.

“I thought they didn’t teach you much about the world outside of the cult.”

“They didn’t, but they wanted us to memorize the names of all the regions and seas. Just one of those things and—what?”

Geela stared at him. He never ceased to amaze her with the level of stupid his village had been willing to stoop to. “And that was hard, was it? Memorizing all the seas?”

Darkos bristled before holding himself upright, chin high. “Well. I was the third in my class to get them all memorized.”

“Darkos—”

“We were like, seven or eight—”

“Darkos…”

“School’s different where I come from.”

“Darkos! The seas are numbered! How were you not the bloody first to memorize them?”

He clunked his mug down. “Well, I would have been if I could remember which sea was missing!” Then his eyes narrowed, and he crossed his arms, sulky. “Or if someone hadn’t drained one.”

Geela had no sympathy and wore her smirk proudly. “I’m sorry that my draining a sea made it hard for you to remember the names of the remaining ones. What, with the Eighth Sea missing, I can see how the Ninth, Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, and Thirteenth Seas would have been nearly impossible to memorize.”

“Geeeeela,” he said, his own voice starting to break in laughter.

After a moment or two, Geela took a deep breath, steadying herself. “All right. So we need to do a quick plan rundown before the dull, dumb, and morally dubious Ms. Arlington returns. First thing’s first, we need fake IDs. Good God, you were right.”

Darkos nodded. “You used Thisslina’s for getting Jane out on bail, right? Won’t the Silver Guard, uh, do something awful to her if Jane doesn’t show?”

Wouldn’t that just be wonderful? But Geela shook her head. “No, sadly. The Silver Guard are done with this case unless it turns out that our Jane Arlington is somehow even eviler than we’d expected. But as far as the Silver Guard care, they took out the Regar family. The accomplices are for the regular guard to handle, and when they find a perplexed Mrs. Jade, they’ll, you know, arrest her. Make some inquiries. Get some witnesses in, and they’ll all say the same thing. That this ugly old biddy wasn’t anywhere near the crime site.”

“Yeah, but when they describe that it was some blond lady with green eyes who took custody of Jane, don’t you think that they might wonder if it’s you?” Darkos blew the steam off his tea. “It’s not exactly lowkey.”

She waved a hand, though this was a reasonably good point. “Yes, yes, that’s why we need fakes and a backstory in case they do find us. A reason why we’d be poking into the academy and the church of Celeste.”

“The church? Why do we care about Celeste?”

Geela took a moment to sip her tea and compose an answer to this that wasn’t ‘well, a member of their church’s clergy identified you as a void spawn before you were even born, so she’s worth looking into’ primarily because Darkos didn’t know any of that and it would be a bad time to broach it.

“If there is a void spawn mucking about the Celestial City, the church may have more insight on how to unroot Noire’s meddlings without pulling a Sunnyville.”

“Why do you care about pulling a Sunnyville?”

The questions, the questions. Geela almost missed the day where Darkos just nodded and did what she said. But wisening him up to the world was going to involve increasing his perceptiveness. He wasn’t a minion, after all. Henchmen were meant to grow, even if that meant asking the occasional insightful question. 

“There are more people in this inn than in your whole village. I could potentially destroy the entire city…” probably not, but Darkos didn’t need to know that “...but it would be excessively difficult, and would by no means be a guaranteed victory. Besides, this city does a lot of good for the realm. Keeps it healthy. Breeds a sizable pool of talented and trained mages, introduces many powerful and ambitious rulers into the world, progresses science and technology. If I destroyed it, I’d have to somehow do all that, just to keep the realm from stagnating.” The idea of taking the role of every single prestigious institution in the city made Geela want to weep from just how much work it would be.

Darkos nodded thoughtfully, thoroughly off the scent of ‘why the church.’ “I guess it makes sense that you’d want the realm to keep progressing and growing.”

“Ugh, I’d get bored otherwise, can you imagine?”

He laughed. “I suppose that’s the downside of immortality. So, to bring it together, we need a story for scouting out the church and academy, and then we need IDs to back that. Maybe disguises too, because I’m sorry, Geela, but you are not subtle.”

Geela tugged on a golden lock, annoyed but resigned. She did hate it when he had a point.




* * * * *




A well-built, if soft-eyed man with dark hair wound his way through the city, following a blond, blue-eyed wisp of a woman who glanced back frequently at the third member of their party, a woman with a long curtain of flat black hair and bewitching black eyes. There was a cruel set to those onyx jewels, which glinted harshly in the direction of anyone who looked her way. If any such onlooker should get too close, her dark red lips would curl into a sneer that would chase off the burliest of pedestrians.

It was after a vendor had the misfortune of stumbling in her way only to be sent scuttling by one glare by Geela that Darkos finally had enough. “You’re not even trying.”

Geela tossed him a heavily made-up smirk. “I was never going to manage inconspicuous. Better hide in plain sight. Besides, remember what I said about catching guises in the Celestial City. The more you try to be your opposite, the more obvious it is that you’re hiding.”

Darkos groaned. “I know. I didn’t have an issue with the whole witch of the west bit, but you’re just so loud.”

He was nervous, no doubt anxious after seeing what the Silver Guard could do to an enemy of state, but it wasn’t really an excuse for how bluntly he was questioning her.

“All the more reason people won’t think I’m hiding.” Then Geela raised her voice so Jane could hear. “Do give us the rundown of where we are?” The district they walked through had once been residential, but now it looked like a rundown commercial zone.

“Right, yes!” Jane’s squeak was a little too alarmed, another reason a toned-down Geela would never have worked. “This is the Gentle Pauper’s Market. Developers renovated the neighborhoods next door, which drew the wealthier folks from the area. The plan was to develop the housing here as well, but the remaining residents made a bid for them not to. Now, because of the number of vacant homes and lack of rich clientele, it’s become a commercial area. Crime is low, though, and the quality of many goods are higher than you’d expect, so it’s a favorite of many of the deal-seeking customers from the wealthier neighborhoods.”

The woman was surprisingly good at this, and Geela knew she’d picked right.

“I assume we won’t find what we need here?” Geela eyed the bright-eyed and cheerful, if shabbily dressed, merchants chatting idly to each other as customers moved from shop to shop or stall to stall.

“This zone doesn’t really deal much with illegal.” Jane lowered her voice, moving closer to Geela and Darkos so they could hear her without shouting. “Because the fight to stave off the developers was, well, a bit more public, they try really hard to maintain their legitimacy. Come.” She waved on a disinterested Geela and a far too interested Darkos.

“They have a lotta neat stuff,” he said as they wound their way through the streets. “I saw a booth that sold insects as earrings. Like alive and everything. Might be cool for a costume piece.” Then after a second: “Oh man, check out these duck things. They quack when you squeeze their tails. Watch.”

“Quack quack!”

“Very amusing.”

“I think so.”

They managed to go another minute or two before: “Look! It says ‘free me’!” Darkos held aloft a tiny gilded cage with a tiny gilded kitten. Under the cage was a tiny gilded sign that said, as Darkos had noted, ‘Free Me.’

“That’s free if you buy the little dog or bird,” prompted the shopkeeper.

“Oh my God, Geela, look at this dog—”

“Not today.” She tossed the shopkeep an obsidian stare that just dared him to continue distracting Darkos.

“Sorry.” Darkos hurried to her side, cheeks burning but eyes still hungrily lingering on a thousand knick-knacks. “I’ve never seen anything like this. Or I kinda did. Or…” Then even his eyes turned shamed. “We had a bit of an oath of poverty, you know? Kinda like an oath of never really enjoying material goods.”

“Right. Like food or sleep or rest or—”

“Yeah yeah, I know, stupid.” He ducked his chin into his collar. “Walking into a market like this is like walking into a banquet while fasting. But now I’m not fasting and like… it’s just cool. I never noticed how many neat things they had.”

Geela’s disapproving lips didn’t budge at this, but a new idea was brewing.

“I have an idea,” she said after a moment of letting him squirm uncomfortably in her displeasure. “We need to look… natural here, right? Can’t just come in and out grabbing what we want. People notice. It may not be a bad idea for us to split at some point, sell the idea that we are, in fact, tourists who are scouting this as a potential place to move.”

He perked up at this so much, like a wilting flower receiving its first drink of water in a week except fast-forwarded about ten thousand percent. Immediately he began looking around, head snapping back and forth so much it made Geela’s neck hurt.

She grabbed his collar. “Not yet. We need our IDs; we need a plan of action. But for example, while I interrogate the church, you can go shopping. You can go to the library and do some research while I go to the Academy, not even to visit Professor Elle yet, and um… tour it.” Geela was eager to get back into her old school, even if it likely made her a glutton for punishment. There was someone she needed to visit.

Darkos didn’t seem to have registered the second part of her suggestion. His entire brain had stopped at the word ‘shopping.’

“Think I… “ he swallowed hard. “Think I might be able to buy a thing or two? Like a souvenir?”

Geela was taken back to when she used to feed her baby hydra live sheep, how the little lizard would quiver with excitement, heads all staring at her as Geela unveiled her favorite treat. Darkos’s eyes gleamed the same way, and if he had a tail, it’d be thrashing.

Geela missed her poor lizard, and for just a moment, her brain wandered to Barney. The infernal man was still entwined with her life. There was the matter of revenge, of course, and there was the matter of Darkos’s dream, all those months ago, hinting at Barney’s involvement with Noire.

This wasn’t something she could really waste too much of her precious brainpower on right now, though. There was an ID to gather and a potential ton of information to mine. Besides, Darkos was salivating at the idea of shopping for trinkets.

“Yes, yes, I won’t condemn you to an afternoon of pure window shopping. Besides, actually shopping is a better cover story.”

Darkos fist pumped and actually skipped in joy. Good lord, had the poor man really been so deprived of cutesy toys that he was this excited? Damn cults. No wonder his bedroom had been so dull.

“Just be responsible.”

“Of course!”

“Right this way?” Jane’s whispery voice was barely a suggestion as she tried to interrupt her masters’ conversation. “We have a bit further to go, through the Unpleasant Pauper’s Market.”

“Lead the way, Ms. Arlington.” Geela waved a hand. “What’s the story for this place?”

“This actually used to be the commercial zone for the Gentle Pauper’s district, but now it’s where unsavory business practitioners ended up.” She eyed the shuttered windows nervously. “We have to be a bit more careful with our steps.”

“Right. Wouldn't want my pocket picked.” Geela absolutely wanted her pocket picked. Try your best, foul peasants.

Darkos, for his part, clutched his bag closer to him, obviously terrified of serfs with twitchy fingers.

“We aren’t far,” whispered Jane, barely audible. “Just down this road a bit. The person I’m bringing you to is very good. She’ll be able to help.”

This part of town was, as the name would suggest, unpleasant. The owners of the stalls clutched their products as Geela walked by, sensing that she would not be buying. Others, however, were bolder, flinging themselves to Geela’s side and trying to push satchels of herbs that promised long life or shimmery golden pouches that allegedly trapped the hand of anyone but the owner’s.

“Pickpocket-proof?” Geela asked, her own hand hovering by where the conman was trying to slip his own fingers into her bag. “Terribly strange, coming from a pickpocket.” She quickly snatched his wrist in her own hand, just as it made a dash for her bag. Then she pulled him close, hissing in his ear. “And I happen to know that your bag will transport one-fifth of whatever I put in it directly to your thieving hands. I suggest you look elsewhere, little man. I will not forgive a future transgression.” She let go of his arm.

The man stumbled backward so fast he fell onto his back, and Geela stepped over him, not giving him a second glance. Jane and Darkos followed suit, each stepping over the storekeep.

“Right this way,” Jane mouthed, pointing up an alley. Geela would have to talk to the woman about speaking audibly once they were in privacy. The three shuffled up the alleyway, past even more unsavory-looking folk, before coming to a small wooden door, which Jane knocked at three times.

The door creaked open, leading into an ominously dark hallway. Geela didn’t give it a second glance before, one hand holding Darkos to ensure he didn’t freeze, following Jane into the building.








CHAPTER SIX

An Old Friend, Deep Within the Academy




“Allll right, dearie, now hold out your thumb just like this. Ooh, you’re a smart girl, very good, very well done. Almost done honey now I just need you to sign your name—oh look at you, so clever, such a smart cookie.”

Geela could have strangled the old woman who held Geela’s and Darkos’s future identifications trapped in her gnarled old hands. And because of this hostage situation, Geela was forced to bare her teeth in a terrifying grin while Old Sondra showed Geela how to make an ID.

“Got my first ID when I was twelve,” Geela said through the aforementioned grit smile. “It’s not that hard.”

“Well, you are a feisty one,” Sondra warbled. “Wish all my clients were as good as you.” The woman was, according to Jane, seventy years old, blind, senile, and thought she was still working at the official ID registry. When Geela had first heard the story, she’d let a rare hint of empathy twinge her blackened heart. That empathy had died the moment the woman started talking, and now Geela wanted nothing more than to cause another city shattering explosion.

“Good, good. You’re all set, Mrs. Bronwyn. Why don’t you wipe your little bitty thumb over on this rag.”

Geela gagged as the old rag was thrust in her face, and she pushed the gnarled hand away. “I’m good.”

“All right then, now to Mr. Bronwyn.” Old Sondra smiled, a truly horrifying sight. Somehow, the woman had all of her teeth, despite not a single one being in good condition. The more Geela inspected the yellowed tusks, the more Geela realized that there were closer to forty of them than thirty… “Let me take those hands of yours, and I’ll show you where to sign.”

Darkos, who’d spent Geela’s half of the appointment grinning, now suddenly grew very subdued as the withered hand gripped his fingers.

“Ooh, very strong hands. You got yourself a real manly type, Mrs. Bronwyn. Very handsome.”

Geela glared at Jane, who all but died under her black stare. She gave Geela a weak stare. “You did really well, Gale.”

Geela was ‘Gale’ now because they’d decided on pseudonyms closer to their real names. Darkos was Drake, because he got to have a cool name, and life wasn’t fair.

“All right, Mr. Bronwyn, put your thumb heeeere.”

They got out eventually, wiping their sooty thumbs on their own clothes to avoid touching any of Sondra’s moldy rags.

“That’s so… sad.” Darkos didn’t quite look like he bought his own sympathy. “Living alone like that. In squalor. Poverty.”

“Oh no, she’s not poor,” Jane said, fumbling for Geela’s and Darkos’s hands, trying to wipe their fingers off on her own apron, until she was rewarded with a slap by Geela. “She’s an ID crafter. They made buckets. She just spends it… creatively.”

Geela spat on her thumb, wiping it on Jane’s cheek. “How do you mean, creatively?”

“Uh. She’s got a collection of dragon models?”

Darkos’s whole face furrowed in surprise. “Model… dragons.”

“Like the ones that con men try to play off as baby dragons?” Jane said.

“Baby dragons? I thought they came from eggs.”

“Darkos, really? You know they don’t just hatch full grown!” Geela’s pale cheeks were glowing red in anger.

“Well, of course, they don’t hatch full-grown. It’s just that—I’ve seen dragon eggs, and those things are, like, two feet tall, right?” He turned back to look at the looming building. “How big are these models that you could pass them off as a real baby dragon?”

Jane followed his gaze to the top of the building. “Big. And expensive. The whole place is hers. It’s filled with them. They don’t grow and are completely mindless, but she loves them.”

“Getting old must be difficult. I don’t blame her for taking on some strange hobbies.”

Geela eyed him. She was older than ‘Old Sondra’ by a few years, so her sympathy was very thin. On the other hand, if she pointed this out to Darkos… well, it wasn’t exactly bragging to say she was older than the crazy dragon lady.

It didn’t help that some people also called her crazy. They were wrong, of course, but the rumors were there.

So Geela held her tongue and dragged her guide and her newly minted ‘husband,’ Drake Bronwyn, back to the Lounging Loon.

“I need a shower and a nap,” Geela said, her temper short and not ready to take any arguments. “I’m going to the academy this afternoon, after my nap, to scout it out. Alone.”

Darkos looked at Geela in a way she didn’t much like. He used to fix her with that same pitying confusion back before he knew her true identity, but she hadn’t really seen it since being eaten by the frog.

But she wasn’t going to assure him that she wasn’t angry because she couldn’t tell what it was about the old lady that got her so pissed.

She needed to rest and clear her head. Then off to the academy, because visiting her old stomping grounds would definitely make her feel better and not leave her with any strange or conflicting feelings whatsoever.




* * * * *




The last time Geela had laid eyes on the structure stretching thousands and thousands of feet into the sky, she had been flying away from it, cackling and shooting at blood whelps, campus security, and Silver Guard as she made a wild and theatrical escape.

The first time she’d looked upon it, she’d been twelve, bright-eyed, and so enthusiastic. She could see that memory as clearly as the memory of her escape almost two decades later. The pigtails. The apron. The bow. The rivals.

She inhaled deeply. The smell was the same. Something sharp, the scent of paint and grass and ink and magic. The oil from the busses that rolled around the campus, the whirr of wings from the messenger drones and delivery drones, the chattering of students and faculty, and that hum of magic just filling the air, a dozen different flavors and a hundred variants.

Getting into the academy was child’s play. The security could only be so good. There was simply no way to make a system simple enough that children could get in while also keeping out trouble. Instead, the security-focused on keeping eyes and ears all over the entire grounds and responding like lightning to infractions.

It was all they could do, but Geela didn’t really mind one way or another. She wasn’t here to hurt. Not yet.

As she coasted through, she blended right in with the eccentric attendees. Thousands and thousands and thousands of students, aged six to twenty-six, all of them at the start of their careers, all of them just ready to go out and take the world by the reins. Or placate frustrated parents past their primes and desperate to have one last thing to brag about.

Then there were the faculty, student teachers, grad students, teacher’s assistants… Robes and suits and gowns, resplendent all of it. There was no dressing down at the academy. Between the tens of thousands of inhabitants, no one would notice a woman in black with black hair and black eyes. She was outlandish enough to fit in but not enough to stand out.

Geela had no trouble finding the faculty directories. The academy was surprisingly well laid out, even given half of it had been demolished decades ago. She pulled down the book containing all the office rooms of all the teachers.

“Professor Elle… Professor Elle…” She trailed a finger down until she came upon it.

Elle, Eve. Realm Studies. Atrium Building. 10a, Room 18.

Professor Eve Elle. How very, very fitting, Noire.

But this would be an easy room to get to. Main building, only the tenth floor, first realm, and a room in the first twenty. Geela, on the other hand, had been stuck on floor 73a. Clearly, Heads of Departments got preferential treatment over adjunct professors.

Which, you know, made sense, but it didn’t balm Geela’s ego too much.

Anyway, this was technically the end of Geela’s mandatory joint casing. She could return to the inn and just turn her back on the massive monument to academia that she’d spent almost twenty years at, go play Parcheesi with Jane and Darkos.

But there was one more stop she had to make.

Deep, deep below the ground floor, the cellars beneath the academy wound deeper than Geela even really knew. Every time she thought she’d found the bottom, she’d later hear of someone going deeper.

But Geela wasn’t going to the bottom. No, she twisted her way through the basement halls and passages until she found herself in a large chamber that opened up to the blue sky, hundreds of feet overhead. The hole opening up to the world above had been blasted there by Geela decades ago during the collapse of her old cult.

The chamber itself was dusty and decrepit. The markings on the ground were blasted out. Any of the statues or runes or artifacts were long gone. Geela inhaled the air deeply. Despite the many, many years that had passed, she could still smell blood.

She took a side path down away from the hall where she’d spent so many hours, bloodletting and chanting dark texts with her disciples. Back when the room was cloistered away from the rest of the world. The corridor she took now took her back into the dark underground. She walked, guided by pure instinct and muscle memory, across the stained floor, before pressing her hand to what may have once been a doorway.

“It’s been a while, dear,” she whispered, and cut her palm, bleeding onto the doorway. With her pointer finger, she drew a simple symbol, a V with a loop at each end. The door shifted but made no other visible change. Still, it was all Geela needed, and she stepped through the no-longer-solid rock into a tiny antechamber.

The little space held only a large stone, which Geela again pressed a bloody palm to. This time when the rock shifted, the dark color melted away to reveal a red crystal, glowing a color so dull that it drew light from Geela’s torch. It was a viscous substance, shifting within the barriers of its diamond-like prison.

The gem stood in the middle of the room, taller than Geela, but it was not the stone itself that held her gaze. For though the material of the rock shifted and moved, bending away from a nonexistent threat, the figure encased remained frozen. The crystalline liquid simply moved around her as she remained still, in space and in time. God, had she always looked so young? The short, cropped brown hair stayed in place even as the bloodrock flowed between the fine strands. Her eyes held a pained but determined gleam. Geela had once thought the look to be one of bravery. A young woman of twenty, sacrificed to stop the cult once and for all.

But now Geela was quite a bit older and just saw a silly girl, in way over her head, swayed by a teacher who admittedly had also been in over her head.

“I’m sorry, Vera.” Geela touched a hand to the wall of the crystal. “Admittedly, you did well.”

“Have you returned for her?”

Geela fought the urge to whip around in terror. Dark sorceresses weren’t snuck up upon, and if Geela reacted with shock, then it would be evident that she’d been surprised.

“That depends who wants to know,” she answered. The man who’d spoken hadn’t sounded at all familiar to Geela, which ruled out probably eight people in a city of millions.

“We’ve awaited your return, High Priestess Geela.”

Geela turned to find a man, perhaps early-thirties, with soft fine hair and dark eyes peering at her inquisitively from beneath a hood. His face was respectful, but he didn’t bow or scrape. He knew her name, even without knowing her face.

Of course, she’d come down to Vera’s grave to pay the young woman a degree of homage, so there were only a handful of possible identities for her, but even that left open the door for a lot of options.

But he’d got it in one. Geela had to know more, but it was hard to say without revealing her ignorance. She opened her mouth to say that she didn’t know his face and didn’t know why she should listen to him, but then she realized both of those weren’t true. She did recognize his face, especially as her eyes adjusted, for the man shared the sharp jaw and silky hair with the woman locked in stasis beside him.

“Who was she to you?” Geela asked the man. “Aunt? Cousin?”

He smiled and shook his head. “Grandmother. I am Unus Ace, one of the Eight. I understand that you’ve likely never heard of us. She kept my mother and aunt a secret. Abandoned them with her parents and ran off to join a cult, as the story goes.” He stood next to Geela, looking at the frozen woman. “That’s not really what happened, though, is it.”

Geela frankly had absolutely no clue. What she did have were about a hundred questions and dinner plans.

“Meet me later this evening, at the Sanguine Chamber, at the fourth strike of midnight, as the clouds cover the moon, as the owl screeches, as the world takes on a liminal glow.” Geela took a mental note of each condition, to ensure a perfect entrance for later this evening. “Questions shall be answered, and more too shall be opened. For it is our nature to speak queries but answers not hear, and it is the nature of the answers to, before our eyes, disappear.”

With the last word of her somewhat shabby rhyme, her charm took place and springboarded off her illusion magic to render her invisible. Geela hated invisibility. She was usually far too clumsy to make it long without alerting someone to her presence.

Fortunately, the man looked sufficiently awed by her stupid riddle and disappearing act. He turned on his heel and sprinted from the chamber, an eager look in his eye. Geela gave him about thirty seconds before evacuating, slowly and smoothly, to keep her ankles in one piece. It wasn’t until she was long out of the academy that she slipped into a small grove of trees and exited, now visible.

A lot was clanging around in her head as she vacated the premises but it would have to wait for that evening.

She’d skipped lunch and barely had a thing for breakfast and nothing, not her old school, not a mysterious professor she’d yet to meet, and certainly not the grandson of one of her favorite students, who she’d had to sacrifice years ago, was getting in the way of her meal.








CHAPTER SEVEN

Damned Bloody Prophecies




Darkos shifted uncomfortably as he stood in the foyer of Liani’s Table, Geela’s restaurant of choice for dinner. He was uncomfortable, partly because of the trinkets weighing down his bag and partly because of the trinkets weighing down his conscience. Geela wasn’t going to be happy when he showed her what he’d bought, but he couldn’t help it. Every little thing he picked up that he found himself enjoying or could see her loving went into the cart, and the next thing he knew, he’d paid out a horse’s weight in gold.

Now that horse’s weight in gold bore down on him. Stupid stupid stupid! Jane should have stopped him. The storekeeper should have stopped him. Someone should have stopped him. But the little wooden mule had reminded him too much of Shaun, and he thought it’d make Geela mad in a funny way. Then he’d bought her an ornate necklace made to look like a hydra to remind her of her old pet. Then, remembering how he’d killed the hydra, he also picked up a tea sampler of twenty different flavors, some of which, mint clouds, sleepytime honey, blueberry fields, and, above all, ginger summer zinger that he just knew she’d love.

And it had continued from there. He’d bought a clay maraca filled with metallic pebbles, which made a shimmery, tinkly sound whenever shaken for Dad. Then he bought an ivory watering can in the shape of an elephant for Mom. But then he was worried Mom would feel left out if she didn’t have an instrument to play with Dad on, so he got her a little jade ocarina, since she’d tried so futilely to get him to play her old one. And then Dad needed a second gift, so he got a crystal wind chime, also to decorate the garden with.

But then Darkos also wanted to treat himself. Not including all the little snacks that he’d sampled while out, he’d bought a really neat book sold by a girl who’d claimed to hail from the Third Sea Region, a really cool arm brace thing that changed colors when he shifted it, and a little brown circle thing that promised it stopped pots from boiling over. That last one kind of joined what was supposed to be the ‘for both of us’ pile. It already contained a hand cream that prevented itchy skin, an amulet that warded away bugs (and frogs), a tonic that knocked out hangovers, and a bottle of a delectable smelling liquor that promised some future hangovers.

It just… it had added up. He’d even bought Jane a little hat with a flower in it just because he thought it looked silly.

“Draaaaaaake!”

He yelped and whipped around like his head was on fire. “Gee...ale!” he said, barely catching himself on her name. “I didn’t know you’d be here!” Then he winced. “I mean. I didn’t know you were. Here.”

She cocked an eyebrow, but there was an odd look in her eye. “Of course I’m here. I said I’d be on time.”

“Well.” Darkos eyed the clock by the hostess’s desk. Geela wasn’t, in fact, on time. She was late, but Darkos decided against pointing it out. “I’m just jumpy.”

She nodded, not questioning this, and banged on the desk. “I have a reservation for two at seven?” she said, her voice a bark. “Where’s the waitress?”

“Gale,” he said, trying to keep his voice down, “she’ll be back in a second. Just had to seat another customer.”

“Oh, and I suppose that other customer is better than us, are they?”

She was in a mood, and Darkos swallowed, all the more nervous about showing her his… yield. “Yeah, guess so.”

Wrong thing to say. Geela’s eyes disappeared to slits. “Oh, I bet they think they are. Someone is going to find live frogs in their soup.”

This was one of those idle threats that Darkos had long learned to take seriously. “Not frogs,” he said. “We don’t like frogs, remember?”

She shook back her long black hair and huffed. “Hmph. They’re lucky.”

“The frogs or the customer?”

“I suppose both.”

“I’m so sorry about the wait,” came a breathy voice as the hostess appeared. “Do you have a reservation?”

“Two for Bronwyn,” Darkos said, before Geela could even start. “At seven?”

“Ahhh, Gale and Drake? Love the name, by the way,” she added, giving Darkos a friendly smile. “Reminds me of dragons. Right this way?”

Darkos wasn’t entirely sure how the building had managed to stand after that remark. Geela’s fiery glare should have been enough to turn both the lady and the entire building into ash and then set that ash on fire. However, they made it to their table without too much fuss.

“Care to hear our spe—”

“No.”

“Allllll right then, I’ll just send your waiter on over and be out of your hair.”

“Gale,” Darkos said, as the woman scuttled off, “why are you so angry? Did you find the academy?”

She shot him a glare but couldn’t fight a tiny smile at the corner of her lip. “Yes, Drake, I found the academy.”

“Oh. And uh, Professor Elle?”

She let the smile spread a bit further. “Professor Eve Elle? I know where her office is, yes.”

Darkos laughed, shaking his head. “The subtlety is staggering. Imagine someone having a name that so obviously has something dark in it and not noticing…” His own laugh trailed off just a bit there as a thought sorta tugged at his brain, but Geela, perhaps a bit more cheerful now, jumped in.

“So, how was window shopping?”

He broke out in a cold sweat. “I didn’t think I was supposed to be window shopping.”

She waved a hand before untucking her napkin and placing it on her lap. “No, of course not entirely. If you didn’t buy a thing or two, it’d look suspicious. Like you’re killing time.”

“Right, okay, and when you say a thing or two… you meant maybe for like… each… person?” The end of his sentence ticked up weakly, and he gave Geela a queasy grin.

“For both of us?” She clicked her tongue, but it wasn’t at all an annoyed tone. “Oh, did you get me something?”

“Yeah! A thing or two. Or uh, so, um, first it’s like, this—” he rummaged in his bag before coming up with the wooden mule.

“Darkos!”

“Drake.”

“Drake!” Geela glared at the little wheeled toy.

He just grinned, pleased with her reaction. “It’s even got a hollowed belly you can put things in.”

“It does not.” She crossed her arms, a pout fighting a laugh. “It does not have a hollow belly.”

The two stared at it for a solid minute before she snatched it off the table, trying to run a fingernail under the wood somewhere.

“Okay, you’re right,” he said, after letting her fidget with it for another moment, “it doesn’t. I had you for a second there.”

“Very witty. Did you get me a toy Void Fiend as my second gift?”

He brushed this off with a wave. “No, no, no. Something you can wear.”

“Earrings of Noire? Oh no, wait, let me guess, one of those really tacky tunics that say ‘My Parents Went to the Celestial City and Only Brought Me Back this Tunic’ on it.”

With a jingle of metal and crystal, he unearthed the hydra necklace. “Close but not quite.”

“Ohhhh.” She pulled it from his hands, a bit sharply, examining it, running her fingers over the chains and jewels. “It’s not… well, it’s clearly been made by a rudimentary craftsman, but it’s not… it’s well made. You can see the—look, Darkos, here.” She pulled his hands over one of the little jade lizard heads. “Feel that. The graininess around the engravings. It was definitely done by hand, so none of these were just replicas. This must’ve taken a while. Was it pricey?”

Darkos’s fingers froze over the hydra-head, but Geela blew past her own question.

“That’s wonderful. Good.” She nodded. “Very good.”

“Well…” Darkos wasn’t sure if he should go on, because buying Geela gifts with Geela’s money felt like a weak gesture.

“I don’t mind how much it is,” she said, as if reading his mind. “If you saw my treasuries… money isn’t an issue. I’d rather see what you think I’d like than see you pinch pennies on something stupid like a cheap felt hat.”

Darkos frowned, trying to remember what Jane’s hat was made of. “Uh. Don’t think it’s felt.”

“Did you get me a hat?”

He grinned and reached back into his bag. “Nope. Bought you… these. They smelled so good that I couldn’t resist.”

She examined the little jars of teas. “These are definitely not felt,” she said. “Did they sell felt tea? I suppose I should be grateful you bought something edible—Ooh, that ginger is delectable.” She inhaled deeply. “Any of these black? I’ll be up late tonight.”

“The acai. What’s tonight? Just doing research or…”

Her eyes clouded, and Darkos remembered how bad her mood had been when she’d first walked in. “I have to visit someone.”

“Professor Elle?”

She shook her head, but just as she opened her mouth, their waiter, a narrow-faced boy who’d introduced himself as Henry, arrived to take their orders. Geela was, fortunately, a lot more subdued by now and placed her order with far more indifference. It wasn’t until he walked away that she let out a long breath.

“Do you remember Vera?”

Darkos shook his head without half a thought. Geela wasn’t probably expecting him to remember anyway, even if he did.

“Vera was an old student of mine. Slacker. Or, rather, unmotivated. The student whose eyes glaze over when you’re lecturing and skips assignments, but then when she does turn in work, it’s impeccable.” Geela stared at the dark nails on her fingers. “Smart but not challenged. Not sufficiently. I took a liking to her because I saw a bit of myself in her. So I invited her to an… extracurricular.”

“Blood cult?”

“Oh, you do remember.” This comment normally would have been accompanied by an infantilizing smile, but her face stayed perturbed. “I told you how it all went south, then.”

“They sacrificed her? The acolytes?”

Her brow creased at this. “No. No, they didn’t.” She shook her head. “No. I did. To destroy the cult, seal up Berta, and take out her followers. Had to be done, she understood. She volunteered. I only ever sacrificed people who did, but that doesn’t mean it’s any fairer cause it should have been one of them. One of the other acolytes. I boxed myself into picking a favorite because I hadn’t realized just how things would turn out and—” she held up a hand. “I’m really very over it, but I did pay her a visit, and it just brought back how stressful the whole thing was.”

“Oh. Wait, you visited her?” Geela seemed upset, distressed almost. He’d definitely always figured that this whole thing used to bother her more when she was younger but didn’t anymore. This new realization was not a fun one. It played over his skin like someone running cold, sharp fingernails along it.

“She’s encased in bloodrock. Old Bertie’s trapped in the Blood Realm as long as Vera’s in there.” Geela wrinkled her nose. “But that’s not really the interesting part. Apparently, she had children.”

“In the rock?!”

Before Geela could answer, their food was delivered. All the while, as their succulent dishes were placed before them, Darkos could just picture little angel-like babies swimming around in bloodrock. He shuddered. What a cursed life.

“No, Drake,” she said, as the waiters stalked off. “Before she was sacrificed.”

“Oh.” The image still didn’t entirely vanish, though, as much as he tried to dispel it. “Uh, okay. You said student, I thought young.”

“Oh, she was. Youngish. Twenty, so young.”

“Did one of them find you?”

She laughed bitterly, and took a bite of her food. “One of her children? No. Grandchildren. I have to meet him at midnight.”

“Why?”

She swallowed. “He knows who I am.”

“He knows you’re…” Darkos dropped his voice to a whisper, “Geela?”

“Mhm. I’m not sure how but apparently, he does. We’re meeting at midnight.”

“We, like, we. You and me and him?” Despite the fact that her legacy was plastered across the realm, Darkos had precious few instances to run into anyone from her past. Yes, she stole a mountain, and he’d dreamed of Barney once, but that was about it. This could be very interesting.

Or, as he was increasingly feeling, absolutely a terrible idea, but he felt like he had to be there. What this said about himself, he did not want to think about.

Geela had a distant look to her eyes. “I guess… I guess so. Yes, I mean us. You and me and him.”

She might need him after all. Darkos knew she’d be able to hold it together, but she also could potentially use the moral support.

“Good,” he said. “What time?”

“Midnight. Simple time. We might need costumes, but nothing facially disguising. Just not… boring street clothes. I’ll figure something out when we get back to the inn.”

“Good.” Darkos grinned. “I’ll make some tea, keep us up.”




* * * * *




The two tiptoed down the roads while Geela fidgeted with a small device in her hand. It was an illusimancer or something. An illusiometer, maybe. No, an illusionograph. Illusionator? Something like that. Something that made illusions easier. She’d explained how she’d preprogrammed a handful of illusions to call upon more easily.

“I’m not going to show up with the full gamut of my power running. We need to stay on the down-low.” That was pretty much the only word-for-word part he remembered her saying. The rest of his memory was dedicated to remembering the name of her device.

The Celestial City didn’t really seem to sleep, even if Darkos kind of wanted to. Even though it was approaching eleven, there were more people on the streets than in Darkos’s entire village. He couldn’t really blame them. The sun hadn’t yet gone down all the way.

“Why are they up so late?” Darkos asked.

“I couldn’t say. Out late with friends, going to work, home from working, shopping. Big cities don’t use the regular clock, especially not in the Celestial Region. Sun just stays up so long.” She gestured at the sky to highlight her point.

“Oh.” It did make sense that the sun would stay up later in the Celestial Region. “Does the moon stay out in the Lunar Region all day?”

“Mhm. All day.”

Darkos absolutely could not tell if this was sarcasm or not, so he just kept following her. They reached a fissure in the ground, one that went down so deep he couldn’t see the bottom. Geela peered down it for a moment before sighing and straightening up.

Darkos laughed, breathing a sigh of relief. “For a moment, I thought—”

“Ah ah ah, one minute.” She held up a hand before reaching into her bag and pulling out a coil of rope, which she affixed to a point above the fissure.

Darkos sagged. “Oh. So we are.”

“Hmm?”

“Aren’t you worried you’ll fall?” he asked, plainly worried that she’d fall.

She looked up at him. “No?” They wore maroon hoods that obscured their faces just enough to keep them more or less hidden without being too ominous, so Darkos couldn’t really see her expression. He could, however, hear it. “You’re going to carry me.”

Dammit. “All right, but then we’re doing this piggyback style, and you need to hang on no matter what.”

She took a deep breath, accepting her solemn duty before crawling onto his back like some kind of spider monkey.

“You’d better hold on tight,” he said. “How deep is it?”

“The rope should make it easier on your hands so it won’t be too bad,” she said, fingers clasped tight around his neck. “And once we’re on it, people won’t be able to see it. It won’t snap or release either. It’s reasonably useful.”

Darkos nodded and, giving the area around them one final look, started descending.

It took about half an hour before he realized she hadn’t said how deep it was.

“How deep did you say this was?”

“I didn’t.”

Wonderful. Darkos used to have to climb hand over hand up to the top of a local tower in his village that was several hundred feet tall, so this wasn’t something he’d never done before. It was a little different, though. The evil enchantress clinging to his neck for dear life, so nervous that she was breathing harder than he was, that was new. But on the plus side, he got to use his feet, so that was good. And Geela’s rope was a little magical.

After another ten minutes, he tried his question more directly. “How much longer?”

“Well, it’s about one thousand, three hundred and thirty… seven feet? No, eight. One thousand, three hundred, thirty-eight feet deep.” She took a measured breath, and he could feel her shaking on his back. “So almost there.”

Almost there. If he didn’t have a passenger, he’d probably have reached the ground already. He just kinda wished she’d given him an ETA. Though technically, he knew they had to be there by midnight, so maybe he was just being whiny.

Then, all of the sudden and with no warning, he hit the ground. “Oh!”

“Oh—ow!”

Darkos whirled to see Geela had, while dismounting, tripped and fallen.

“You okay?”

“Ankle!”

“Uh, what can I do?”

“Uggggh.” She stuck a hand up to him, and he helped her to her feet. “We’re going to keep this meeting to as little moving as possible. How much time do we have?”

He checked his watch. “Fifteen?”

“Crap. All right, I’ll need your hand.” She grabbed his shoulder, supporting herself hard on him.

“I could try healing you,” he said as he helped her limp down the treacherous underground steps that were apparently part of the academy.

“No no no.”

He’d expected her to say as much. Any powers he had came directly from Noire. “Honestly, I’m not even sure I still have my old healing spells. They came from worshipping Noire, even as Alerion, but I haven’t worshipped it in a bit.”

“And there’s no reason to tempt fate,” she said. “I could…” She sighed.

“What? You have any potions or something?”

“No, Darkos, I told you. Not an alchemist.”

He held her elbow firmly as she stepped down a narrow passage. “Fair. Just thought maybe one of the apothecaries might’ve had something. I saw a few when I was shopping, but I wasn’t sure how or if they worked.”

She didn’t respond to this, probably annoyed at him for not getting any. “Huh,” she said after a minute. “We should get some after this. Sure beats the bow.”

“The bow?”

Strangely, she blushed at this, but before he could say anything else, she held up a hand. “Okay, okay, we’re here. Showtime.” She dialed her finger around the illusiotechnic, and a mist fell around them. “Invisible, sorta, so don’t make a sound. Remember, if you have to talk to me, only talk when your face is obscured by the magic of my hood, or they will be able to hear.”

They rounded the next corner to find a large room, occupied by a small cluster of people wearing dark red garments. Darkos and Geela half tip-toed, half limped past them, careful not to make a sound. Somehow the ceiling was made entirely of glass and looked up into the sky, even though that must be impossible. The chamber held an odd amount of life. Bats fluttered from alcove to alcove, a rat scurried by. A cloud drifted over the moon, and somewhere, in the distance, he heard the hour start to chime.

Geela, still invisible, pulled down her hood to fully reveal the symbols drawn on her face. An owl from one of the little cave pockets screeched, and the room filled with an eerie glow from the moon above.

Darkos heard a gasp.

“There, she’s there!”

Darkos turned, a bit quick, to see the figures in robes all turn to face him and Geela. She must have dropped the invisibility field. Of course, he wished she’d have given him a signal, but he was learning to be quick on his feet. He kept his hood up, as Geela had requested, but kept his place behind her, stoic and still.

Geela, for her part, stood before them, her Gale disguise shed, her golden hair spilling down her own dark red robes.

The cluster of eight people knelt before her, heads bowed. The one in front, a man who looked close to Darkos’s age, fixed her with a look of adoration.

“High Priestess Geela,” he said. “You have, indeed, not aged a day.”

“What’s this about?” Geela threw out a hand, gesturing at the room they stood in. “You’ve activated the Sanguine Chamber. You stand garbed in the robes of blood. You claim to be the descendants of Vera. Explain yourselves to me.”

Another figure looked up. His face was identical to that of the first man who spoke.

“We are the Eight, the four of two, who were of one. Two drops hit the water, and so we are the ripples.”

Darkos wanted desperately to ask Geela what this meant, but from her body language, something he’d gotten very good at picking up, she was annoyed by this. Still, before she had to ask for more, two other figures uncloaked themselves. The women were identical, sharing delicate features, pixie-like noses, and dark hair cut sharp at their collarbones.

“In the light we serve.”

“In the dark we serve.”

“We are as the world sees…”

“One.”

The two both came together on the last word.

Geela let out a long breath. “Ah. I see.”

“There was a prophecy.” This voice came from another hood figure, another male’s voice, but this one harsher than the first twins who had spoken. “Speaking of lineage passed down four times.”

“From Witch to priestess.”

“From priestess to servants.”

“From servants to daughters.”

“From daughters to the Eight.”

“And all paid back in kind.” Geela finished. “Your poor mothers.”

“They know what must be done,” spoke the first man. “They will go willingly.”

“I would expect nothing less.” Geela turned to Darkos and beckoned. When he drew near enough, she leaned forward, speaking in the enchantment of his hood. The cultists would hear only high, muted whispers. Darkos, meanwhile, heard, “I’m so completely and utterly done with this right now. I’m so pissed. Why, why did this have to happen now?”

“What’s going on?” Darkos asked. “This is total nonsense, right?”

She groaned. “Mostly. Well, maybe half. There was a prophecy that we divined decades ago that was supposed to bring some crap ton of power to Berta. But I blew the place up before then, and I’d thought we were fine because I didn’t know that my damned students had any kids.”

“Oh. So what’s it mean when you walk into a prophecy?”

“Nothing good. They’ll want me to bring Berta back.” Geela’s voice had grown tense.

“Can we, like, avert the prophecy? Ignore it?”

She sucked in a breath between her teeth. “I’m not sure. I’m really not. I am a little nervous to refuse them. They have the power of prophecy at their back, which is icky temporal magic, and they also know my identity.” She sounded nervous now. “I’m not really interested in bringing old Bertie back, but I don’t know how to say no to this.”

“What happens if she comes back?”

Geela leaned away and looked over at the eight, all staring at her, faces either solemn or hopeful or joyous or skeptical, depending on which pair you looked at. She leaned back in.

“I don’t have time to answer that right now. Just know that one, it’ll be complicated. Two, it’ll be… messy. And three? We may not have a choice.”








CHAPTER EIGHT

The Unexpectedly Wizened Professor Elle




Geela didn’t say a word on their walk to the inn, which Darkos knew to be a bad sign. When they did get back, she started pacing, an even worse sign.

“So, uh, some leftover cultists?” Darkos tried after about five minutes of pacing. “You said these were the kids of some of your students?” Geela gave him one of those looks, but Darkos didn’t back down. “I guess it makes sense that they could have kept worshipping her after you broke up the cult.”

This did it. Darkos had managed to say something stupid enough to break her stoney silence.

“No, it doesn’t make sense,” Geela said, whirling on her heel and marching up to Darkos, “because I banished Berta. I locked her in the Blood Realm. She’s totally sealed off.” Geela spun back around and started pacing again.

“So then it’s pretty bad that they managed to get a prophecy off her, huh.” Darkos barely knew the first thing about prophecies since Alerion had never given any, but he did know that you needed an active Patron to receive one. “Did the seal break?”

“Nope. I checked in on it while I was at the Academy.” Geela’s voice took on an almost suspiciously casual tone. “Totally fine there.” Her voice pitched back to pissed. “The prophecy was foretold before I tanked the place.”

Ahhhh. Darkos nodded. “So what’s it mean? From eight to witch or something?”

“Eurgh.” Geela clapped a hand to her forehead at this before pulling it down, stretching her features so aggressively Darkos worried they might come off. They didn’t, and after a moment of facial disfiguration, she elaborated. “Witch to priestess, that’s about Berta passing on knowledge and power to me. Then priestess to servants, that was me imparting wisdom and power to Vera and… servants, plural, so the father must have been another one of mine. Ugh!” The noise was sharp and angry enough to make Darkos jump. “Bet you anything it was Renby. I’d recognize those breakable little features anywhere. He would’ve been seventeen! Vera, really?” She let out a heavy sigh before continuing in a more neutral tone. “Servants to daughters… they must’ve had twins. I know I wasn’t the only teacher to have student pregnancies, but I’m not sure how I missed that.” Her eyes took on a distant look for a moment, and then she shook her head. “Maybe over summer break? Then daughters to the eight, I suppose each daughter had two sets of twins, which I’m sure you noticed.”

Darkos nodded, eagerly drinking in her story. Geela’s tales of wicked misdeeds had always been dropped in hints and brief comments, so it was exciting to get a full story out of her.

“All paid back in kind means the power has to be returned up the line. Well, that’s one way of interpreting it, I supposed.” She wrinkled her nose. “The Eight will sacrifice the daughters, their mothers, to empower the servants. The servants will complete a ritual arranged by the priestess to bring back the witch.” She gave a heavy sigh. “At least, that’s how they’ll probably interpret it now. Originally, we were supposed to see the whole thing through. Back when this was my primary career plan. I just thought Vera and Renby might confer with me first before making the twins.” This last bit was shouted to the sky as if the two students were there.

“Can I ask a dumb question?” Darkos asked.

“That’s such low-hanging fruit, I’m not going to even bother.” She waved a hand. “Floor’s yours.”

“Okay. You can’t do necromancy because… well, I dunno, but you said you never could get it down when we did the whole cloaks bit.” She sniffed dramatically, and Darkos plowed on before she could get sassy with him. “I’m the one who can heal, not you. But those are the only ways to return a departed soul, so how is sacrificing the mothers using blood magic going to resurrect Vera and Renby?”

Geela groaned. “If you promise a stupid question, please do follow through. I spent your whole question trying to think of something nasty to say, but it wasn’t half as dumb as I expected, and now I actually have to answer you.” She flopped down on the bed in patented Geela fashion. “Renby and Vera aren’t actually dead. Or, they are, but their souls haven’t taken the traditional path most departed souls do. I sacrificed them, one to wrest control of Berta and the other to lock her away. Stupid kids, both of them, shouldn’t have gotten involved with me. Picked up little Renby on the young side. Damned liar was only sixteen. I didn’t know, okay?” she snapped in response to a question Darkos didn’t even know he was supposed to have asked. “Brat graduated acolyte early.” A smile played on her face, but it wasn’t malevolent or wry. It was almost doting. “But the whole thing went to hell a few years later, so he and Vera must’ve gotten right on the whole twins thing. Damned kids.”

“They must have been young.” Darkos didn’t really know what else to say.

“The damned math sure hints at that, doesn’t it,” Geela said. “Ugh, go find Jane to get us food.”

Darkos had a lot to think about as he went down into the tavern area where Jane had been banished to. The wispy woman faded in with pretty much everything, so after Darkos gave her his and Geela’s orders, he dropped his voice.

“She’s probably not going to ask where you got this. If she does, just tell her I gave it to you.” Darkos reached into his bag and pulled at the hat he’d gotten her.

“Ohhhh, my master.” Jane’s shaking hands took to the brim of the hat, one running a hand over its surface, the other toying with the big daisy that sprouted from the top. “How did you know felt was my favorite?”

Darkos fought a grin. “Thought I could use it to keep tabs on you. Now go place our orders and bring our food up when you’re done.”

As he headed back upstairs, Darkos wondered if Geela would sacrifice Jane if need were to arise. After all, she’d seemed rather fond of those two students but hadn’t hesitated. Then he wondered if she’d sacrifice him if it came down to it. After all, he hadn’t really known her longer than she’d known her students.

Then he wondered what she’d meant by ‘Vera and Renby aren’t actually dead.’ That sentence made pretty little sense when followed by ‘I sacrificed one to…’

“Okay, order’s place—” Darkos stopped abruptly, finding the room empty.

“In here,” came the dramatic call from the washroom. “I drew a bath. Should have made you do it, but you see the state I’m in.”

Darkos hurried over to the washroom door and plonked down outside. “Okay. Right, so food order is placed. Jane will be up with it soon. I had a few more questions about the cult thing.”

“Are they dumb ones?” Geela’s voice echoed around the tiled washroom, distorting just a bit.

“I don’t think so. You said you didn’t kill Vera and Renby but also followed that up by explaining why you sacrificed them. I don't know how to phrase that… as a question, but I know that I’m very confused. Also, would you just sacrifice anyone if you needed to?” This one was definitely a question and really, not one he’d planned on asking, but the curiosity had been too much.

He heard an unsettling angry splash. “That was a dumb question, Darkos! I already told you I only sacrificed people with permission. And I don’t worship a Patron who gets their jollies on sacrifices anymore. Good God.” The splashing subdued a bit, hopefully, because she was pondering his other question. “As to your other question…” Darkos fist-pumped at finally getting this one answered, “...suffice to say, there are fates worse than death.”

Darkos’s triumphant fist faltered. Not really an answer, but it hadn’t really been a question, so maybe that made sense?

“Sure, okay, I get it,” he lied. “Do we want to stop the Eight from killing their moms now?”

“Ugh, I don’t even want to think about that. My arms are sore from all that climbing, and my head hurts.” Darkos glanced at his arms, not even terribly hurt from bearing both of their weights. “They aren’t going to just slit the twins’ throats all over Renby’s and Vera’s corpses. It’ll take some ceremony, and someone has to figure out where the hell Renby’s remains are. And it’s not going to be me!” Another splash punctuated this.

“Would that be a me job?” Darkos asked. He wouldn’t have the first idea how to find the remains of someone not dead, but maybe he could ask some questions.

“Oh no, that’ll be up to the Eight. I’m not touching that with a thirty-nine-and-a-half-foot pole. All it really means is, we’ve got time to go talk to Elle tomorrow.”

“Which one is Elle?” Darkos asked, trying to remember if any of the Eight had introduced themselves.

“Elle? Eve Elle? The head of the Realm Studies department?”

Eve Elle. Darkos grinned. “Right right, I remember. We’re doing that tomorrow?”

“May as well get this ball running. This just got a lot more complicated, and I have no more interest in dragging my feet. We’re leaving early, so be sure you’re up no later than ten.”

“You’re a real slave driver, you know that?” he said, rising to his feet.

“Oh really, Darkos. Minions, not slaves. Speaking of which, where is that infernal—”

She was cut off by the sound of knocking. Jane was back with their meals. After eating, it would probably be prudent to get some sleep. Ten wasn’t early, but it was closing in on two AM, and Darkos was pretty exhausted.




* * * * *




Darkos and Geela arrived out front of Professor Elle’s office, bright and early, planning on catching her before her lunch break. Her office had a small waiting room, decorated richly with maps and drawings of far-off places. Darkos recognized sketches of the massive trees in the Jungle Region and an overhead illustration of a small volcanic town. He also saw some giant swamp creatures but didn’t point these out to Geela.

“She’ll see you in a moment,” said the professor’s assistant, a small woman with frizzy greying hair and an apologetic smile. “You said your appointment was at eleven?”

Geela nodded, her disguised face frozen with displeasure. It was three minute past eleven.

“Ahh, I’ll go knock once more.” The woman hopped to her feet and knocked on the door three times.

“Fairy, what is it?” came a moan from inside.

“Mum, you’ve got two visitors. Said they’d ringed in earlier in the week. Bronwyns they say they are?”

“Oh, Fairy, not right now.”

The woman looked over at the two, her forced smile growing very tight as she made eye contact with Geela. “Just a short one.”

“Urgh. All right then. Yes, send them in.”

She motioned for Darkos and Geela. “You’re good to go in now. My deepest apologies, mum,” she said to Geela, who didn’t even acknowledge her.

“She’s always like this,” Darkos said, trying to reassure the woman. “You did fine, uh, Fairy, was it?”

“It used to be Faria til Eve…” she laughed again, a weary slant to her eyes. “You’ll see. That’s just how old Eve is.”

Inside, the professor’s office was even more eccentrically decorated. Glass cases with specimens or artifacts decorated the walls. Odd tapestries and more maps hung above them, and the entire ceiling was a full painting of the whole realm.

Behind a desk in the smack middle of the room sat an older woman with grey hair piled atop her head. “All right now, all right now, settle down.” The woman squinted at the two before a smile broke across her face, highlighting wrinkles around her lips and brow. “Bronwyns, I remember. You’re looking to send a little one here. That right?”

Geela nodded, face severe. “Yes. Our precious Petunia.” Less sincere words had never crossed her lips.

“She’s top in her class right now,” Darkos said, enthusiasm enough for both of them. “No doubts she could come here, but we have to know… is it right for her?”

Eve clicked her tongue. “Oh oh oh, it’s right for anyone and everyone. School this big has enough space for even the shyest flower to bloom. Or, alternatively, the brightest buds to flourish.”

“We’ve heard some… concerning things about past incidents here,” Geela said, face holding its angry bow shape rather firmly.

“Yes, there have been a few incidents with students here and there. Mostly older, but sometimes the littler kids will get in trouble, find some mischief. Oh, nothing serious, of course. Slaying giant snakes, hunting for stolen thunderbolts, rescuing their fathers across interdimensional rifts.” She waved a gnarled hand. “What you’d expect from twelve-year-olds.”

Darkos had absolutely no idea if she was joking or not. Hopefully, she was because he couldn’t picture a world in which those were activities that such young children should ever embark on.

“And what about the staff,” Geela asked, leaning in a bit. “What are they up to?”

The woman’s brittle shoulders slumped. “If you’re talking about the blood cult, you’ll know that was started by Ja’Eel Scilatia. Yes, she taught here, and yes, she is considered a blight upon our history.” Her lips turned down. “We supervise our staff far more closely these days to assure nothing of that sort could happen again.”

“Were you here for that?” Darkos asked.

“Oh yes. That was close to, what, forty years ago? Fifty maybe.” She closed her eyes. “I’d scarcely graduated when the whole thing went kaboom!” She clapped her hands together. “Tragedy, really.”

Geela’s eyes turned to slits at this. “Really? Fascinating.” Her lips pinched together, and for a moment, Darkos thought she’d ask more about her reputation at the school. To his surprise, however, she directed her line of questioning away from the topic. “What would you say your school’s relationships with the local churches are like?”

“Oh, the local churches we tend to get along rather well with. You folks have a Patron? I can see if we got one for them.” She licked a thumb and leafed through a book.

“She’s been fascinated with the church of the sunrise and sunset recently,” Geela said. “Celeste? I hear she’s very popular.”

The old woman’s lips pinched a tad. “Ah yes. Church of Celeste. We do have a rather large temple to her here…”

“And the school,” Geela said, prompting her on. “You have a good relationship?”

“Oh yes, yes.” Eve waved a hand. “Just fine. It’s a me thing. They’re a fine bunch, I’m sure. How old did you say your Petunia was?”

“Eight now,” Geela said.

Eve wrinkled her nose. “Don’t let get her involved til twelve; that’s all I’ll say.” She went on. “They like to hire their priests early. Wisdom from the mouth of babes, they claim, but it’s an odd place where children have so much say.”

Darkos felt a cold chill. “What happens when they grow up?” he asked, gripping a fist tight on his knee.

“Oh, they do whatever, I’m sure. Most stay with the church even after graduating from priest.”

“Graduating?” Geela said, raising both eyebrows. “It’s like a school?”

“No, it’s like I said,” Eve said, “they have a youth ministry they call ‘priesthood’ for getting ‘em involved early in their communities. It’d be well and fine if it were a simple hour or two after school, but they push ‘em a bit too much. Some kids work all weekends on outreach programs. Twelve-year-olds!” She shook her head. “Anyway, at fourteen, you age out of the program. Lot go on to join the clergy, but many just fall back to being regular practitioners.”

Darkos’s chest deflated as he released a large breath he’d been holding during the explanation. Right. They didn’t just murder their priests. Besides, Celeste was far too mainstream for that.

“Faaaascinating.” Geela drew out the word so much even Darkos wasn’t sure if it was sarcastic or not. But before any more could be said, Geela rose to her feet. “Well, thank you very much for hosting us together, Professor Elle.” She shook the old woman’s hand so firmly Darkos feared for the professor’s bones. “We may be in touch as we tour the school a bit more. You’ve been most helpful. Come along, Drake.”

Darkos marched after Geela, tossing a cheery farewell to her assistant before the two strode from the academy.

“I’m uh, confused.” Darkos tried to read Geela’s stony face. “That went well? I was expecting—”

“Not her.”

“What?” The two walked down the street, the blazing fire of hell under Geela’s boots, the rather muddled and less effective coals of confusion under Darkos’s.

“That’s not a child of Noire. She’s too old. Older than Malevo.”

So that’s why Geela had gotten so stricken when the woman had mentioned graduating when Geela had blown up the school. That was almost fifty years ago. If Eve had just graduated, she’d have been twenty-four at the youngest. Pushing seventy, she’d be over five years Mal’s senior.

“So there’s no reason to believe there’s even a child of Noire in the city?” His voice rose in a petulant little whine that he didn’t like at all, but it was well earned. They’d spent so much time getting down here, and if there was nothing here, well, Darkos’s soul was still damned, and they were kinda wasting time.

“There is one more thread I would like to tug,” Geela said. “The church of Celeste. A priest there, thirty-one years ago, might be forty now. That would put her over twenty years younger than Malevo, perfectly aged to be one of the children he powered with the cults.”

Darkos scowled. “Why specifically thirty-one years ago?”

Geela paused, tilting her head at this. “I’ll explain later. We need lunch, and then we’re going to church.”








CHAPTER NINE

The Church of Celeste




When Darkos was fourteen-years-old, he had a crush on a classmate named Peg. Peg, being two years older, naturally wanted nothing to do with him, but as a young adolescent, Darkos hadn’t really been able to handle that maturely. Instead of meditating, he wrote an angry letter in his diary about the boy Peg did go out with, Sven. For the next year, he pined sadly, hating all of the boys she dated. Then he met Shia, a mason apprentice, and the two started dating not long after. Still, even though he’d been happy with Shia and even though he was way over Peg, he still gave the evil eye to any boy she even held hands with. Some rivalries are just deep-seated and irrational.

Like Darkos’s blind distrust of any temple he entered that wasn’t Alerion’s. Technically, Noire had stolen his soul, killed his classmates, destroyed his hometown, corrupted its denizens, and ruined the lives of hundreds of people, but dammit, this Celeste was a foreign Goddess, and Darkos could feel something deep in him saying ‘no no, don’t go in.’

Fortunately, there was the distinct possibility that things could get messy in here, at least, according to Geela. She also seemed to have a deep distrust of the place, so maybe Darkos’s gut feeling was right. Would certainly be a first, but he liked to think he was learning a thing or two from Geela. The right kind of ‘thing or two.’ The ‘perception and sensing motive’ kind, not the ‘murdering for fun and stealing’ kind.

“Ahh, welcome to the church of Celeste,” a voice greeted them as they entered. An older man, who had been tending to the candles by the massive temple’s entrance bowed gently to them. “It’s good to see travelers pay us a visit. My name is Brother Cadence. Is there any way I may be able to assist you?”

Geela nodded, face still in its severe disguise. “We’re touring the city, scouting it as a potential home to our daughter, should she choose to attend the Celestial Academy.”

“Ahh, a smart one you’ve got there.” The man smiled, his worn skin dimpling around his lips. “How old, may I ask? And is she religiously inclined at all? Or are you just touring the church as a potential location for after-school programs? We accept all children into our volunteer and tutoring programs, regardless of religious affiliation.”

Darkos narrowed his eyes. Oh, of course, they did. The Church of Celeste was just so open, giving back to their community, teaching children good ‘life skills.’ He saw through it in a heartbeat. No daughter of his, real or otherwise, would step foot in here.

“She actually has expressed an interest in the sunrise and sunset.” Geela glanced up at the massive glass dome that made up the walls and ceiling of the church. “I see you get a good glimpse of it.”

“Ah yes.” The man smiled fondly at the giant, almost bubble-like structure. “Many of the window panes are made of different crystal, which is what makes the ground appear different colors. It’s actually just white marble, but as the sun shifts through the sky, it changes. It hums with a vibrant energy come dawn and bathes the temple with warm reds and golds some evenings.”

Geela nodded. “I’m impressed you can even see it crest the horizon, given the walls of the city. Not too many big hills that you could have put this thing on.”

Darkos’s mind wandered as Geela grilled the man on… whatever she was grilling him on. It didn’t really interest him, even if it probably contained valuable information that she’d use to take down the church. Or at least root out Noire’s corruption. Hiring children as priests at young ages? Oh, that had Noire written all over it.

“I’m not entirely sure. Perhaps we could interview some of your little priests? What do you think, darling?” Geela turned to Darkos, who snapped out of his little daydream.

“Hmm? Oh, of course.” Darkos blinked a few times and then tossed his head back, trying to look stately, or at least a good counterpart to Geela.

She rolled her eyes. “All right, lead the way, Brother Cadence.” Then she looked at Darkos, and her eyes flashed, not with malice or anger, but with excitement. Odd.

Darkos flashed back a puzzled frown. “Are we talking to priests now?” he whispered.

“We want to see if this is a good fit for Petunia.”

“She is not going to be a priest of some sun God.” Darkos felt oddly protective of his fake child.

“Are you upset that she’s following in your footsteps?” Geela asked as the two continued a few paces behind Brother Cadence, down the center of the church. “Or… no. You’re upset that she’s following a different religion.”

“No.” Darkos crossed his arms. “I’m upset that it’s gotta be this one. Come on, Gee—ale. This has suspicious written all over it.”

“Of course it does. That’s why we’re here.”

Darkos wanted to grumble about how Geela seemed happier than she should be on the turf of an enemy, but he refrained as the three had entered a sacristy.

“I’ll bring out our newest High Priest, Sonatad. He’s currently handling all new potential conversions, but don’t worry.” The man’s eyes twinkled. “He won’t push anything on you that you don’t ask. We love bringing followers in, but followers must lead themselves. They cannot be dragged.” With this bit of nonsense, the man disappeared behind a door, probably to where they kept all the priests locked up and starving or something awful.

“Buncha gobbledegook,” Darkos said.

Geela turned to him, her creepy eyebrows arched, amused. “You really don’t like this place.”

“What’s to like?”

“Oh, what indeed?” She laughed. “Just a religion that isn’t pushy, respects its followers, worships an established God…” She blinked at his outraged face, innocent as a snake.

“You like this place? You like Celeste?” Darkos couldn’t believe it.

Then she rolled her eyes, facade gone. “Of course not. I admire what Celeste has done with the place—now that’s goals—but no. I’d wipe it in a hot second and consume all this power if I could… uh, rather, if light magic and void magic were compatible.” She cleared her throat. “But it doesn’t mean light magic isn’t fascinating.”

“Thought you didn’t like magic you couldn’t use.”

Geela planted a hand on a hip, an affronted look on her face. “That’s different. Alchemy is… it’s barely even magic. You could do it.”

“Hey! I have magic.”

“Psionics is different too. I hated that field cause the psychics were miserable people, not because the magic itself was bad. Buncha nose in the air snobs, reading each others’ minds, leaving me left out and oblivious. You of all people should know what I mean.”

“Hey! I’m learning a lot—”

“And necromancy I do find fascinating.” She sighed dramatically. “Just couldn’t quite get the bodies to form in a way that let them do anything other than melt. I melted a lot of bodies, Darkos. A lot.”

“You melted bodies?”

The two whirled to see where this new voice came from. A boy, probably ten or twelve, stood in the doorway where Brother Cadence had disappeared. He gawked at the two behind thick spectacles.

“That’s pretty cool. Did you say necromancy? I think that’s highly regulated, but I can arrange for someone to show you the designated zones for that!” Sonatad looked behind him. “Brother Cadence just said you wanted to talk a bit. That maybe you had a daughter too who thought sunrises and sunsets were cool?”

Darkos’s scowl softened at the kid’s face, at how he was clearly trying to hide his excitement with an expression that was probably meant to look mature.

“Yes,” Geela said. “My daughter Petunia.”

“Our daughter,” Darkos corrected.

“Our daughter. Petunia.”

The boy’s eyebrows furrowed. “Okay, yeah, sure, I can talk you through the whole bit. Uh, do you know if she’d be interested in service and stuff? Or mostly just, like, coming to church every week or so to receive blessing? We’ve got some really neat programs, and did you know?” His face brightened with pride. “The church of Celeste is the only church that lets children serve as priests.”

Geela’s lips were a tad pinched. “The only one?”

Sonatad’s smile faltered. “Ah, there may be some weird religions that do it. I don’t know all of them. But of the reputable faiths, we’re the only ones who have such a good youth program. Sometimes little churches will pop up and make kids priests but just end up overworking them or using them to further the ambitions of the adults.” His face sobered. “You have to be careful with some of those small churches, especially if no one’s heard of the God. Sometimes cultists will pretend, like, a demon or something is a God and get a lot of people to give up their soul and stuff.”

Darkos’s face turned red, despite his futile attempts to stop the blood rushing to his cheeks. “Of course. That’s obvious.”

Sonatad’s face reddened in return, and Darkos felt a little bad. “Of course!” the boy said. “Just standard stuff we have to warn people about. Now, do you want me to give you a tour of the church? Or I could bring you in to talk to different parishioners?” He put his hands in his robes and looked up at them, trying to survey them with what he likely thought was a business-like stare.

“Do you have any parishioners that, say, used to be priests? High priests, even?” Geela asked. “Oh, also, I want to speak with someone who was born after—or was very young during—the explosion of the academy. I’ve had my share of encounters with cultists and want to be sure that, to someone who wasn’t there to witness that, the church feels safe. We’re on a bit of a tight schedule, so I’m not sure if you happen to have any parishioners that used to be High Priests but were born at the time of the explosion?”

Sonatad looked a little taken aback, and Darkos didn’t blame him. Geela’s request was rather specific, and personally, Darkos wasn’t aware they were on a tight schedule.

“Uh, I could probably do that.” His pudgy face screwed up in thought. “Not every day we get High Priests. Don’t usually have one, actually. I’m the first in over a decade. Appointed out of great need with only a single dissenting vote.” His chest puffed a bit. “Better to have no High Priests than have some that don’t make standard. So if you’re looking for someone around after the explosion, you’d need someone in their thirties or forties. Twispa’s forty six, Flutey is probably thirty four or five, Lune is maybe forty—”

“That sounds perfect; let’s talk to her,” Geela said, jumping on this suspiciously quickly.

“Lune?” Sonatad asked, face screwing up immediately.

“Is she here?”

The boy wrinkled his nose and adjusted his glasses. “Uh, yeah. She’s all right. You can talk to her, but she’s a bit odd sometimes. She’s a good person, really, but I can have you talk to some other retired priests too after if you’re a little weirded out by her. She’s really not bad, but just…”

“That’s all right; we won’t judge your religion harshly.” Geela sniffed and tossed back a curtain of dark hair. “Just gathering info.”

“Awesome!” Sonatad laughed, a nervous note in his voice. “Then let’s go up and talk to her.” He waved them on, and they began a trek through the sacristy. “There’s in-church residential halls, plenty of them. You may know this if you’ve researched the Celestial Academy, but cosmic magic is tangential to plane shifting. Some of the best clerics of the church helped the academy rig up its multidimensional floors.”

Darkos frowned, not liking the sound of this one bit.

“Many floors have an A and a B floor,” Geela explained. “Some even have crappy little C floors. It’s to save space; they just create a pocket dimension that you can hop to on each floor.”

“Yeah!” Sonatad said. “You got it. Did you go there? What did you say your name was?”

“Gale Bronwyn. And I went there on exchange when I was younger. Not for too long, though. Hence our little,” she waved a hand, “tour.”

He nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense. Cool name, by the way. It’s like the wind.” He grinned. “So anyway, we have a bit of that in our dorms. Every priest who serves full term is guaranteed lifelong housing by the church. It’s just a little thank you, especially since so many go on to work full-time in charity.”

Everything about this kid exuded pride in his order, and Darkos felt bad for how much it annoyed him. Darkos had been that naive. Darkos had been that proud, that confident, that assured. It hadn’t gone right for him at all. Didn’t really seem fair.

“Lune does charity work, does she?” Geela asked.

“Ohhhh. No. She, uhm, mostly prays. And stuff. Again, she’s private.” Sonatad’s face grew troubled. “You’ll get it when you meet her.”

They entered a long hallway lined with doors. Despite lacking windows, it felt full of light. As though, if you looked at the right wall, you’d find a window, but every time Darkos looked, no such window could be found. It messed with him a bit.

“She’s on 3B, so just follow me.”

They wound up a twisty, iron-wrought, spiral staircase at the end of the hall, which again managed to feel open and airy despite no windows or obvious light sources. At the top, they went into the first door, which opened into a small room.

“Mind your stomach,” Geela said, patting Darkos’s shoulder.

He nodded, and the next thing he knew, he was on the floor clutching his stomach.

“Make it stop; I’m gonna throw up!” His voice was a pitiful moan, and he knew it, but he really was going to throw up.

“Sorry!” the little boy said. “It’s fine once you get used to it.”

The small room shuddered and then was still. Darkos lay with his face on the ground, a cold sweat having broken out on his brow.

“I’m never doing that again.”

He looked up at Geela and Sonatad, who’d exchanged a cringing look with each other.

“That’s the only way to get back, isn’t it?” Darkos asked.

Both then exchanged an apologetic glance with him.

“If it’s any consolation,” Geela said, “you do get used to it. Now up.” She snapped her fingers twice. “It’s time to meet our mysterious High Priestess Lune.”








CHAPTER TEN

Our Mysterious High Priestess Lune




“She’s actually just a parishioner now.”

“What?” Geela looked down at the little kid, who still had his hands in his pocket like some old-fashioned businessman.

“She’s not a High Priestess anymore. She’s retired.” He smiled cheerfully and then walked down the hallway, motioning for them to follow. “Again, don’t be put off from the church because of her. She sometimes doesn’t make the right impressions. Or the right calls.” This last bit was muttered under his breath.

Personally, Geela felt that virtually any call disliked by a twelve-year-old was probably the right call, but maybe she wasn’t being fair. She didn’t really like the boy, but perhaps that was just because his confidence and pride in his position were a little too familiar. And twelve-year-old Geela hadn’t worn giant glasses and a golden robe, but she had worn a big orange bow, so really, who’d been the loser?

They got to the third door, which Sonatad tapped lightly on. “Lune? Lune, we have visitors. Or, rather, you have visitors. Parents whose child is looking to potentially join us.”

“Who are they?” a low, harsh voice asked.

“Uh, two parents—”

“Names, boy! What are their names?”

He pulled a tight smile, looking at Darkos. “What did you say you—”

“Bronwyn? Uh, Drake. Bronwyn. We’re married.”

God forbid Darkos ever actually marry. Then again, Geela had been the one to announce Petunia as ‘her’ child. God forbid she ever actually have kids.

Sonatad grinned. “Drake, that’s cool.” He turned back to the door and cleared his throat. “Drake and Gale Bronwyn. May they come in?”

The door creaked open, and with it creaked a voice.

“Enter.”

The three bustled in to find a rather dark room. The only lighting came from a large white orb hanging from the ceiling. This woman took her name a bit seriously, but that was a good sign.

The room was cramped with furniture, a weird amount, like two beds and a couch and a large round table. Inside, a figure sat hunched over a small chair. It looked like she was kneeling on it, and she had long dark hair that put Geela’s to shame in sheer witchiness. It hung partly over her face, and it didn’t look washed. At least Geela’s locks were silky and hydrated. Underneath the hair, Lune’s face was gaunt, with big circles under her dark eyes.

The woman wasn’t otherwise unclean, however. She wore a simple blue robe, but it lacked the sash of Sonatad’s, nor did it have the decorative collar he wore.

“Ahhh, interesting. Bronwyns, hmm? Looking after a daughter. What did you say her name was?” She tugged at her lip, pushing it around as she spoke.

Geela wrinkled her nose. “Petunia. She’s eight-years-old. Likes sunsets and sunrises. Will be attending the academy. I actually have some questions for you, Lune.”

“Mmm, for me specifically? How did you find me.” The woman pushed her lip again, from side to side, a gesture Geela found wildly distracting.

Still. If this was Noire’s third child, Geela couldn’t afford to take her not seriously. Sinistrina had almost taken her out with a few petty void tricks. Malevo’s cult alone had been almost too much to handle. Both times, Geela came out on top, because of course, she did, but here she was a bit… underdressed for a battle. No secret garments or powerful artifacts. Just a few rings.

So, no fighting here. Though blowing up the church would be a good look. The idea of the infamous Ja’Eel Scilatia, slipping under the nose of the Silver Guard, infiltrating the academy she’d once torched, and then managing to take out the church of Celeste…

But no. Maybe later, but not now.

“She’s got a lot on her mind, doesn’t she?”

“You seem a learned woman,” Geela said, ignoring Lune’s pointed tone. “High priestess of Celeste, highly knowledgeable of things that, perhaps, might harm a follower of the Goddess of Sunrises and Sunsets. We want to make sure our daughter is safe.”

“Hmm. Is that why you disguise yourselves upon visiting me? Are you afraid of something within our church?” She tilted her head in a strange, birdlike manner.

Geela didn’t flinch. “We have a myriad of reasons, as do many denizens of the Celestial City. I wouldn’t be surprised if you yourself were hiding something.”

Lune waved a long, almost skeletal hand. “As you say. The Celestial City is full of…” her eyes bore into them from between strands of oily hair. “Secrets.” She smiled.

Behind her, Geela could almost feel the uncomfortable exchange of glances between Sonatad and Darkos, but she just stepped further into the room, or as far as she could without running into a table or chair or bench or empty fountain. The space was so absurdly crammed; some of the furniture made no sense at all. There was even a miniature portcullis on one of the beds.

“Perhaps you could share one of the secrets of your church,” Geela said. “Or your role within. I’ve heard you’ve had run-ins with the occult.”

“Oh yes.” Lune licked her lips and stretched up so that she was kneeling in an upright position, bearing down over the edge of her chair. “Many. We are often made a target. A death knight once infiltrated our numbers many centuries ago. And the Whisperer of Shadows has frequently attempted to attack us. It was us who waged war on the Nighteaters and their forces. The disciples of a Blood Witch often tangled with our children. I myself have witnessed some dark powers. We had one of our number conceive the spawn of a Void Fiend. I also oversaw the exorcism of an extraterrestrial shade from one of our newest priests. Celeste has the target of evil on her back, as do her followers. Yet, they survive. The priest survived the shade, and I myself urged the couple who had conceived the void spawn to flee and—”

“Fascinating,” Geela said, her heart slamming in her chest. “That sounds rather… storied. Troubled. I can understand why you are so…” she stopped, unsure how to finish the sentence. “Rather, I see now how you have earned such a reputation. You look after your followers.” It was a good thing she had her hair down, cause she could feel a drip of sweat running down her neck.

It would ruin Darkos to know his heritage, not after he’d confessed to being afraid that he himself might turn evil. Geela wasn’t even sure herself what would happen to him if they defeated Noire, nor was she sure what would happen if they didn’t. All the children of Noire had turned evil, and Geela couldn’t say for sure why. Pam, Malevo’s mother, had been a witch. Geela hadn’t learned much about Sinistrina, and she was cursing killing the woman before wringing out more information about the children of Noire. Perhaps she could pry some intel out of Lune… but now wasn’t the time. Not with Darkos here, or that child priest.

“What about you?” the woman said, settling back down on her heels. “What secrets do you have?”

Geela was actually relieved to change the subject. “I’m hiding from some blood cultists. Perhaps followers of the cult that you tangled with so many years ago? I’d hoped you’d have defeated them.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Not possible. We rooted them out. Every person in the cult we tracked down and either dealt with or… dealt with.”

“How did you deal with them?” Darkos asked. “You just said the same thing twice. Maybe there’s an implicit difference, but that’s not helpful.”

“Hmm, the man speaks directly and forthright. Admirable. Some were destroyed.” She drummed her fingers on the back of the chair. “They had turned on their own, killing members with a wild plan to overthrow their priestess and release the witch Berta. There was a prophecy involved. They had to be destroyed, for they showed no remorse. Many were saved. They confessed their involvement was at the pressure of a professor, who promised them power and success, corrupted their minds young.”

Eighteen wasn’t young. Geela had a body count by then. But she couldn’t correct the old bat, or she’d look bad.

“And when you say ‘saved’...” Darkos trailed off.

“Some joined us, looking to repent. Many joined other churches. They all had to show to the law enforcers that they were willing to change. Many did.” She waved a hand. “Some have died by now, as this all happened before I was born, but many still lurk in the city. I would be displeased to hear that they are following you… unless you have history with this cult?”

“Not with them,” Geela said. “With blood magic, yes. I was almost the victim of a cult as a young woman, and that leaves a mark. I fear there are live practitioners left. As it stands, I’m not terribly concerned. I’d planned on reporting them to the authorities anyway, but perhaps you’d be more interested in handling them.”

“I could actually help more with that!” Sonatad piped in.

Both women turned to look at the boy, and though his cheeks flushed, he held his head up high.

“I can. I have resources and connections within the church, city, and government. I’m a High Priest, after all. I’m pretty busy dealing with some… faith stuff. But I can definitely mark you as a priority.”

Geela smiled. This could actually be incredibly useful.

“That may be exactly what I need.” With the scent hopefully off void stuff, Geela nodded at Lune. “Perhaps if we hear more or find out more, we can tell you?”

“It would be appreciated,” the woman folded her arms tight around her body. “I detest dark things.”




* * * * *




“That’s her.”

“That’s her.”

“That is one hundred percent her.”

Darkos pumped a fist while Geela tapped her fingertips together sinisterly. The name Lune itself was attached to the night, the moon, and insanity. Eve’s name had been close, but this matched just as well and had even more subtext.

“So, where to now?” Darkos asked. “I kinda want to just go home and scheme, but you said we were in a rush.”

“Oh yes,” Geela said, drawing out the words. “I actually… need to return Thisslina Jade’s ID. It’s stolen, and having a stolen ID is no good. It’s been three days since the Silver Guard attack, and they’ll be looking for Jane soon. It’ll be good if Thisslina actually has the ID, and we need to do that before dinner.”

Darkos nodded. “Smart smart. Shame we had to leave early, though. I wanted to talk to the kid more, learn about the church.”

He was so sure that it was evil. Part of it certainly was, but Geela wasn’t about to take on the Church of the sunrise and sunset. Rooting out corruption in a church was always an interesting task. Geela’s gut always urged her to just take over the whole operation, but she couldn’t do that here, not with Celeste. The Goddess was one of the highest powers. She wasn’t, like, evaporate-a-human-being-powerful, or blast-a-city-to-cinders-powerful. She was turn-off-the-sun-powerful. And while her church and followers had nowhere near that power, Geela didn’t want to tempt fate.

“We don’t know how deep Lune’s connections go, so we have to be careful.”

“Yeah. Oh, and she hated the blood cults; is that normal? Do blood cults and void beings hate each other?”

Geela, sticking to the story of ‘we don’t have much time,’ had gotten High Priest Sonatad’s name and contact information for when she could touch base with him regarding remaining cultists.

“Not innately, but she could have had experiences with them. Still, I hadn’t even considered that, Vera and Renby aside, there would still be survivors.” She was almost giddy at the idea of seeing them again, just to freak them out a bit. “At least one of them is going to know something about Renby and where to find him.

“So Vera’s encased in bloodrock. Is Renby too?”

Geela grimaced. “Ahhh, no. That one was a bit uglier. Vera was sacrificed to entomb Berta, but Renby… that was to empower her and gain control.”

Geela looks over her six disciples, her inner circle, the ones who followed her closely enough to stay by her side while the traitors took over Berta’s loyalty. They stand in a half-circle around her in an antechamber, up the hall from where they can hear the chanting of traitorous cultists and smell copper on their tongues.

“There’s only one thing that will wrest her back to us,” Geela says, her emerald eyes flashing.

“Blood?”

Geela fights a smile at Renby’s answer, at his raised hand. Ever the teacher’s pet.

“Yes. And lots of it.” Any trace of a smile vanishes from her lips at this. “Powerful blood.”

Geela knows who has the most dangerous, most volatile blood of her inner circle. A lot of the students fell to her because they had power but lacked the control necessary to hone it, such as Amy, one of her oldest converts. Others joined because they lacked raw strength but made up for it in cunning and finesse, such as Gene. A few trickled in purely because they were bored and loved dark things, such as Vera.

But then there was the type of student who came from ancient magical bloodlines. Whose sheer power had been so strong, they’d given up on spellcasting because it came too easily. The type who would sink their time into enchantments and alchemy because it alone posed a challenge. The type of student with such a spotless record that most would miss the hungry gleam beneath his wide, baby blue eyes.

“How powerful?” asks one of her other students, Illisadra. “Must it be lifeblood?”

Geela takes in a deep breath and looks over her faithful servants. Were lifeblood not necessary, she would have given of herself, as her own blood was more powerful than any theirs. But that won’t work here.

“More than lifeblood,” she says. “The soul itself. The traitors have blood. We need more.”

Geela knows now that she never should have picked favorites. It makes doing what’s right so much harder. Of her whole cult, she’d have sacrificed dozens gladly to preserve her inner circle. Of the inner circle, she’d sacrifice four to keep two safe. It had been an emotional blunder she would now pay for.

She can see, behind the eyes of all six, the budding courage as each student’s brain dares their mouths to speak.

Geela closes her eyes, willing one of the four to speak. Carlosi, Amy, Gene, Illisadra. Say something. Perhaps Renby doesn’t even know the value of his own blood. He has no more reason to volunteer than any of the others.

But even behind her lids, she knows when his hand has shot in the air. She opens her eyes and, even then, at barely thirty herself, thinks, ‘he looks so young.’ Her fingers grip the heavy iron of her ceremonial blade, and she wonders if the small boy will even have enough blood for this…

“He did. It was, as I said, ugly.”

Darkos’s face was pretty rumpled by the end of the story. “He was eighteen?”

“Yes. Well, that’s how old your priests were. It’s the same thing.” Geela kept her voice clipped though and her eyes ahead.

“It’s not. Or, maybe it is, but the whole point is that we didn’t like Noire for doing that! And you did that!” Darkos’s voice raised a tad too much, and Geela shot him as quick of a look as she could to tell him to pipe down.

“Entirely different. First of all, you didn’t like Noire for doing that. I’m more concerned with balancing the powers of the entities of this world, primarily in my favor.” She sniffed. “Not stopping anything I see going wrong. That was a favor to you and helped me out. Second, he volunteered.”

Darkos wouldn’t let it go. “You said he had no choice.” He was really going to do this right here, wasn’t he? Geela could feel her heart picking up at this conversation. It was one she’d had with herself a thousand times over and over and over, but she’d long ago thought she’d never need to have it again.

“It was necessary, but he volunteered. Someone else’s blood may have been enough, but he knew he had the best shot of it. He knew what he got into signing up for the cult. He could have left any time but didn’t.” Each sentence came out in a choppy sort of way as if she were reading off a list. She’d had this debate enough internally that she could predict everything Darkos would say.

Beside her, Darkos took a deep breath as if to steady himself. “How is he not just dead-dead?” This question, while still one she had an answer for, wasn’t what she expected. Darkos had either picked up on her discomfort or realized that scolding an evil sorceress for being evil was futile. “You said—”

“Ripping someone’s soul out like that, with their blood, it does something… unnatural to a body. It freezes it and makes it inhospitable to life. So much so that it’s possible not even bacteria can form to break it down.” Her fists were clenched so tight she knew marks would be left on them. “I don’t know what they did with his body after.”

“Were they the ones who put Vera down under the school?”

Geela snorted. “No. That’s where it all went down. Ah, but I suppose one of those four survivors would know where Renby is.” She fell quiet as they continued to walk. Before this conversation, those happily repressed memories had stayed nice and buried. She’d have been perfectly happy to just let the Eight mess around and fail enough that Geela could knife Lune in the back and slip out of town, effectively bringing the prophecy to a halt.

Now, though, a lot of emotions were hopping around, and Geela couldn’t help but wonder if it would be good to do some digging. After all, she might be able to bring two very faithful students back. That could definitely help.

Though then Berta would destroy the high powers of the Celestial City. That had been her main ish, the desire to eat the Celestial Directors. At the time, Geela was down with it. Hell, that’s why they even invoked the damn prophecy. It was an answer to a simple request: ‘We seek to feed you the high powers of the Celestial City.’

Now though, Geela had moved on to bigger ventures and wasn’t really interested in overrunning the city. It produced a good amount of new magical and political blood in the world.

So that complicated things. On one hand, bringing back Berta would cause a lot of disturbances to their already complicated plan. On the other hand, damning the city to get back her two favorite students would be supremely selfish, and Geela was nothing if not supremely selfish.

On a third, hypothetical hand, there was the fact that this might already be too far in motion to avoid, whether it’d be good for her or not.

And with that thought, the two rounded a corner and found the most jarring little house either could have imagined.

It was a cute little cottage nestled in a clearing of a small forest… in the middle of the Celestial City. One minute they’d been walking down a main street full of vendors, the next, they’d turned into an alleyway, in which grew a grove of pine trees and several flowering bushes containing bright berries. The foliage surrounded a little hut, complete with a water wheel that turned merrily in a little brook that bubbled by the house. There were birds and squirrels running around, nibbling and leaves, and a deer drank at the stream. Around the house was a picturesque little garden full of buzzing bees.

“I love this city,” Darkos said.

“I hate this city,” Geela said. She checked her map and let out a long sigh. “This is damned Thisslina’s house too. Ugh. Look, Darkos. There are critters. I hate critters.”

Her rumination temporarily shoved to the side, Geela hunched her shoulders over and followed Darkos, who was making pspspsps sounds at a chipmunk, into the pines.








CHAPTER ELEVEN

Use Your Noodle




The ideal move would be to slide Thisslina’s ID under the door or in a window and call it a day. Unfortunately, they were all locked tight, almost unusually so. But there was nothing usual about the house. Maybe the Jades just didn’t want the critters getting in. Geela wouldn’t blame them. Every now and then, a curious little chipmunk would get too close to Geela’s boots, only to find itself sailing through the air as Geela punted it to the next alleyway.

Upon finding no good entrances to stash the ID, they decided on a door ditch: knocking on the door and fleeing. Darkos had been the one to attempt this. Geela, being as coordination-challenged as she was, feared for her dignity should she trip while running. So Darkos crept forward, put the ID down, knocked loud enough to wake the dead, and then bolted behind the bush where Geela lay in wait.

When several minutes passed without an answer, Geela let out an irate sigh.

“Why not just leave it there? On the doorstep?” Darkos asked. To answer his question, a squirrel scurried over and grabbed the card. “Oi! Oi, hey no!”

As Darkos spent another minute or two chasing it down, Geela considered another plan of action. There just didn’t seem to be any openings on the house. And even tacking it to the door ran the risk that a stupid bird might eat it or something.

“Maybe the chimney?” Darkos suggested, panting a bit but clutching the hard-fought-for ID. “Just kinda drop it down.”

Geela cocked an eyebrow. “And how, pray tell, do I get up there?”

“Magic?”

This was a fair point, so Geela didn’t shoot it down. Instead, she fixed the roof with a calculating look. “I don’t exactly have a levitation artifact on me. So no big wings, no hovering discs of energy…” She snapped a finger. “Use your force fields.”

“Use my force fields?”

“That is, in fact, what I said. Good to know your hearing is up to snuff.”

Darkos’s face contorted for a moment, parsing her suggestion. Then he nodded. “I gotcha. All right, up we go.” Without any more warning, he pointed down, and a large energy bubble formed under their feet, boosting them to the top of the house.

Geela staggered and clutched Darkos tightly as they moved. It wasn’t inconspicuous, but the weird cottage-in-the-woods-in-the-alley-in-the-city was nestled enough that there weren’t any prying eyes on them. Finally, the forcefield was as tall as the house. Unfortunately, the field was spherical, so they were rather far from the building itself. Fortunately, Darkos was able to clear the gap between the forcefield and house with a powerful jump.

Unfortunately, that jump was powerful enough to launch him through the thatched hay roof of the house, drawing a startled yelp from both Geela and Darkos.

“Darkos,” Geela hissed at the hole in the roof. “We don’t have time for this.”

He didn’t respond for a second, and Geela sighed, hoping he wasn’t dead.

“Geela, it’s kinda wild down here,” Darkos’s voice echoed up a second later. “Lotta bottles and jars and stuff.”

“Well, they are traders.”

“Yeah. I dunno. Would’ve thought they’d keep their stuff in, like, a warehouse or something. Not, like, their house.” He laughed. “The jars are bizarre too. Full of glowing worms. And it smells like some kind of spicy fruit.”

“Just don’t touch anything. I’m going to drop the card in.” She got as close as she dared to the hole, lining up a shot. “Put it on the counter or something. Where they’ll see it.”

She threw the card with all her might. The flimsy piece of paper immediately caught the wind and floated down beside her. Damn. Geela was no pro at folding paper in any shape that would let its path fly more directly. Back at school, the kids would fold papers like birds and compete to see how far theirs would fly. Geela usually just balled hers up and chucked it. She hated that game.

So now she was stuck. With her origami skills lacking, she’d never be able to clear the distance, but if she ventured on the roof, she’d also fall through and probably die.

“I need to tie the card to something to make sure it makes it to the hole,” she said. “A rock or something.”

“What about the thumb?”

Having almost forgotten Thisslina’s thumb, Geela reached into her bag, fumbling around for the unnervingly convincing prosthetic. “Brilliant. That way, it’s a warning too.”

“A warning about what?”

“Not every warning needs a reason,” Geela said, tying the severed thumb to the card with a piece of thread from her bag. “Sometimes, you just need to rattle someone. Catch!” She threw the card, now secured to the thumb, and it sailed through the hole. Bullseye!

Then there was a splash.

“Drat.”

“That doesn’t sound good, Darkos. What happened?”

“It fell in soup.”

“Soup?”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t know there was soup down there, or I would’ve thrown it differently.”

“I think the soup is why it smells funny.”

Geela tried to peer down the hole, but it was too far away. “Can you… fish it out?”

“It’s creepy soup, Geela. There’s worms in it.”

Did the Jades specialize in trading worms? “Just get a spoon and fish it out. The whole point is for them to have it when the Silver Guard come knocking.” Though Geela had to admit, the idea of Thisslina eating a replica of her own thumb in a bowl of soup was rather appealing.

“Hey, it’s actually not hot. Thought it might be cause it was bubbling, but it’s pretty cool. I’m just gonna reach in and get the card.” He broke off, and she heard another splash. “They aren’t worms either. Just pasta. The Jades must ship food from different cities to someone in the academy, I think.” She heard the sound of sloshing before hearing a satisfied “Aha! Weird tho, the paper’s all mushy. Aren’t IDs waterproof?”

As someone who’d never managed to get her thumb on alchemy, Geela didn’t really know. She knew the enchanted properties of IDs made them waterproof, but there were probably substances that could permeate that.

“Really, I couldn’t care less. Did you get the thumb out too?”

“Yeah. I put both on the counter. Geela, I wish you could see it down here. It’s kinda nutty. Everything changes colors the more you look at them.”

“I promise, I’ve seen nuttier. Now how are you getting out? And how am I getting down?” She examined the exterior of the house for a moment. “Can you open the front door?”

“Yeah, one sec, let me try.” She heard noise within the hut as Darkos made it to the entrance. “Oh shoot, Geela, the doorknob is like, spongey. It’s gotta be like, enchanted.”

“Can you turn it, though?”

“Yeah. Yeah, that was just weird.”

After a second, the front door swung open, and Darkos exited. He screwed up his face, pointing his ring at the giant forcefield, and slowly, it shrank, til Geela was safely on the ground.

She nodded approvingly. “Well done. Now let’s get out of here before Thisslina and her husband get back. Leave the door open, though. We want them to worry.”

With this and a toss of her raven black hair, the two stalked from the house. Next stop, the inn, to discuss everything they’d learned.

Darkos, however, proved to be highly distractible the whole way back, and it only got worse when they actually arrived at the inn. He fidgeted and fussed and paced and made out-of-place noises or comments regarding anything Geela was saying.

She’d say, “okay, we need a plan to get Lune out of the church so we can take her out quietly.”

Darkos would respond by going “uh huuuuh” and then sighing dramatically from where he lay on the bed.

Geela would say, “she’s probably got people on her side in the church, though, and they probably will keep her safe.”

To this, Darkos laughed, almost a giggle, but didn’t say anything.

When Geela asked, “how do we get Lune out but also make sure her followers are well taken care of? The kid indicated that she didn’t leave much, so even if we could convince her, she’d be well guarded.”

Darkos answered, “Well, why don’t we blow it all up?”

But Geela had already answered this. A couple times now. The church of Celeste was too powerful for a direct assault, and Lune would be too defended.

“Why are you being so impossible!” Geela finally said, her voice rising. “You’re acting exceptionally useless, even for you, and that’s saying a lot!”

“I wouldn’t expect any coherent responses from him anymore.” This, shockingly, came from a nervous, somber-looking Jane. “I wonder that you’d even try.” She shook her head sadly.

Geela looked over at where the woman was sitting, a stupid felt hat on her head. “I’m trying,” Geela said, “because, unlike you, Darkos still has a few brain cells left to rub together. Or at least he did before this conversation.” Her temper, already short, had just about blown its last fuse at Jane’s insolence. “Where did you get the nerve to question my methods?”

Jane looked ready to cry, but she stuck to her guns. “Because your line of questioning will only be fraught with disappointment and rage. People on noodles are rarely good conversationalists.”

“Why did the worms follow me?”

Both women turned to look at Darkos, who was lying on the floor now, staring at the ceiling.

“Geela, I don’t think that was soup after all.”

“Dammit.” Geela hadn’t had to deal with someone on noodles in decades. Not since the night of their graduation, when some stupid enchanting student had broken out a little jar of glittering sparkle noodles. The hallucinogen was powerful, and most of the kids who took them ended up passed out for three days, missing their ceremonies. Geela, of course, hadn’t touched the stuff. “Darkos…” She kept her voice low and even. “Did you eat any of the soup? Or the worms?”

“Noooo.” He sat up, a disgusted look on his face, but Geela could see a tell-tale glimmer in his irises. “Ew Geela, really?”

Geela turned to Jane. “You’re the expert here, Miss Smuggler. How’s this work?”

“Uhh.” Jane’s face drooped, and she crept closer to Darkos. “Darkos? Can I ask you some questions?”

Darkos flopped back down. “Blugh.”

“Did you inhale the noodle stew? It would smell of fruit or spice.”

“Blugh.”

“Did you touch it? Did any of the noodles curl around your arm or fingers or something?”

“Blugh.”

Jane looked helplessly at Geela, but Geela had heard enough.

“He shoved his hand in a cauldron of sparkle noodles,” Geela said. “How long is that going to take to wear off?”

Jane pursed her lips. “Well, he didn’t eat them or put any in any orifices, so that’s a good sign. There are some truly harrowing places people insert the noodles that can go very poorly.”

Geela’s face drained of color just a little, and she forced a smile. “Go on.”

“Every way of consuming sparkle noodles has a different effect, though. If you look at them long enough, the glitters get in your brain and give you hallucinations. If you touch them long enough for them to soak into your blood, you’ll feel them all across your skin.”

Geela had done her share of drugs at school, but she’d stayed away from noodles, and she was rather relieved that she had now. “Okay, what about smell?”

“Smelling the fumes makes you high, the same way a lot of pipe weeds will, but better.” Jane sighed, an almost longing note in her breath. “That was always my favorite.”

Geela ignored this. “Okay, so how long does it last?”

“Did he hear them?” Jane asked.

“Hear them?”

“A tinkling, chiming sound?” Jane stared at Darkos, a wistful look on her face. “It can take about ten minutes to start hearing their call, but that noise can get into your brain. It makes your brain stop telling your body to process the drugs, and it’s why most people have such prolonged effects.”

Geela looked sharply over at Darkos. “He was only in for about three minutes.”

Jane nodded. “Then it’ll probably be about twelve hours of this and then eight hours of post noodle recovery. Gods willing, he’ll sleep through most of it.”

There were study aids that made your brain sharper, helped you focus. There were hallucinogens that showed you all kinds of mystical secrets locked in your brain. There were drugs that hyped you up and slowed you down. She remembered one particularly blurry semester that she’d spent with the alchemists, where they tried all manner of experimental nonsense.

But sparkle noodles, those were another business altogether. The only drug Geela knew of that apparently affected all five senses.

Then she wrinkled her nose. “What happens if you do eat them? Or put them in an—” she grimaced “—orifice.”

“Uh, eating them gives you twice your strength and reflexes for about five minutes. Then halves your strength and reflexes for ten minutes. Then it triples them for fifteen minutes and then cuts them to a third for twenty. It’s supposed to do that for six hours, whereby the end you can go from throwing a boulder twenty feet and then running to catch it, all the way to being so weak your lungs can barely expand.” Jane’s face had resignedly transformed into one of lecture. “That one is pretty bad. General orifices kind of depend on which one you’re using. So if, for example, you shoved a noodle up your—”

“We’re done here!” Geela clapped her hands over her ears, horror finally beating out curiosity. “We’re so done here.” She pressed her fingers to her face, pulling at her features before fixing Jane with a harsh stare between her fingers. “You peddled that?”

Jane bowed her head in shame.

Geela gave a snort of disgust. “You peddled that, knowing what it did…”

“Didn’t you drain a sea, Geela?”

“Not important right now, Darkos. I’m thinking.”

It could be irresponsible to leave Darkos alone with Jane. After all, Jane had the IQ of a field mouse, and Darkos was probably, if temporarily, even stupider. But this was also a perfect chance to do some interviewing, both of Eve and Lune. Geela could grill them on Darkos’s parents. She’d have to ask Eve how she managed to send Darkos’s parents to Sunnyville. Hell, how she’d even heard of it and why there? And how did Lune find out that Rakette was even pregnant with a void spawn? Not to mention why she didn’t just keep the family, Darkos, here in the Celestial City. Why instead sent him to another child of Noire to raise him in a different corrupt religion?

Noire was, again, disappointing Geela with its lack of creativity. Its spawn really weren’t better. No doubt if Geela were to ask Darkos to come up with a master plan to build power, he’d probably go with attacking a church or something. Really. Sinistrina may have been the weakest of Noire’s children so far, but at least she had a different scheme.

This little… trip of Darkos’s might end up being good in the end, since otherwise, her only method of ditching him would be to send him shopping again. Not to mention, they now had blackmail on the Jades. The homely little couple would return to find their house battered and broken into, and Thisslina’s ID (and thumb) on the counter. Then, a few days later, they’d receive notice from the clerk of their zone that they were expected to bring Jane to the courthouse.

Should they ignore the summons, they’d be in deep trouble. However, if they fought it, they’d be under investigation. And if they tried to track down Geela in any way, she’d rat out their involvement with sparkle noodles.

“Who were the noodles intended for?” Geela asked aloud. “I should have checked inside the house when you unlocked it.”

“Bob Brown.” Darkos’s voice was slurred as he stared up at the ceiling.

Geela’s eyes flicked to Darkos. “Who?”

“Professor Bob Brown. His name was on a bunch of the crates. The crates said—” He cleared his throat. “To: Professor Bob Brown.” Then he smiled placidly. Geela was about to smack him for this vague, useless insert when he seemed to realize her displeasure. “From the academy, Geela. Professor Bob Brown, Celestial Academy. That’s your old school, remember? The big one with half of it missing.”

“Oh, that one? You don’t say.” Geela rose to her feet. She was already tired of drug-sitting, and she had a new potential lead. “I’m going to get some food. Watch him. If anything bad happens to him, I’ll skin your fingers. Ta!”

It was starting to get dark outside by the time Geela’s meal arrived in front of her in the restaurant of the Lounging Loon. Geela had taken a disliking to the name but moving would be a lot of work at this point, just to avoid staying at a place that shared a name with her newest enemy. Besides, she had a lot on her mind already. She had three stops to make tomorrow. The school, the church, and then, hopefully, to find some old Berta follower who might know where poor Renby’s corpse was. Since Darkos was going to be out of commission for almost twenty-four hours, Geela saw no reason in jumping on things tonight. She was tired, and the day had been long enough already. Besides, she didn’t completely want to ditch him with Jane while he was in the thick of his experience.

No, she’d do some research while he babbled around the room, distracting her, getting into her things, making a mess, and generally reminding her why she’d never wanted children. Or, at least, one of the many good reasons. The responsibility was honestly lowest on her list of why it’d be a bad idea.

Hell, henchmen required the barest amount of respect, and even that was often more than Geela felt like granting. A child demanded a massive level of ‘being treated like a person’ or they’d turn out to be wild and emotionally damaged, and Geela couldn’t handle that.

Besides, she’d tried taking younger people, apprentices, under her wing before, form that connection, that investment in their futures, done all that song and dance. She’d ended up killing both of them. So as far as she was concerned, the experiment had worn itself out.

Shaking herself, she pulled her mind back to the tasks at hand. There’d be time for rumination later.











CHAPTER TWELVE

Oh, What A Noodly Web We Weave




Geela strode into the antechamber of Professor Elle’s office with a dramatic woosh early the next morning, around nine AM. Fairy jumped as the door banged open.

“Oh! Ms. Bronwyn! I uh, we didn’t expect to have you in!” The small woman pushed a strand of hair back. “Looking for Eve—uh, for Professor Elle?”

Geela eyed the study for a second before lifting her chin. “Yes.”

“Oh, right. So she’s teaching right now, til one.” Fairy stacked some papers a bit nervously but tried a grin. “I can take a message?”

“No.” Geela held out a hand to stop the woman in her tracks. “No, nothing like that. I must speak to her directly regarding a matter of utmost importance.”

“Ah, I see. Wellll, I can send a memo to her aide. He’s not supposed to join her this period, so he might still be up here…” The mousy woman gave Geela another dismayed look. “Can you give me any specifics?”

“It’s regarding an old meeting she had once, long ago, with a couple from the Church of Celeste.”

Fairy just stared blankly. “Oookay. I will be sure to put that into the memo.” She pulled out a quill, scratching on a sheet of parchment. “Can you go down the hall and see if her aide is still in his office?”

Geela arched an incredulous eyebrow. “You want me to do that?”

Fairy’s eyes trailed hopelessly over her stack of paper. Geela had no doubt that she was terribly inconveniencing the woman, but then again, Professor Elle’s absence was inconveniencing Geela, and one of their time was much more important than the other’s.

“Mmm, okay!” Fairy forced a smile and traipsed over to the door. She poked her head out. “Hey, Bob! You still in your office?”

After a second, Geela heard a voice call back. “What’s up, Fairy?”

“You assisting Eve’s ten-thirty?”

“Sure am.”

“Need you to bring her a memo. Got an, um… prospective student’s family looking for her.” Fairy glanced over her shoulder, a bit nervous, at Geela. “Just business, but she says it’s urgent.”

“Sure thing.”

Outside the room, a door slammed, and Geela heard someone shuffling up the corridor. A narrow-faced, young man appeared in the doorway.

“Oh! Oh, is this the student? Or, uh, the family rather?” He grinned and gave Geela an unreciprocated wave. His smile faltered, but Fairy gave him no time to continue souring Geela’s mood.

“Here’s the letter, now off you go.” She shoved him down the hall. “Eve’ll be looking for you any minute. Go go, shoo. I’ve got work to do.” The frazzled woman closed the door in Bob’s face and turned back to Geela. “I swear. Adjunct professors. Somehow more useless than TAs.”

As a one-time adjunct professor, Geela bristled at this but obviously couldn’t say anything.

“So you’re, what then, a professor yourself?” she asked instead.

“Nope. Clerk. I run the department so Elle can ‘run’ the department.” She rolled her eyes and turned to one of the towering bookshelves. “Oh, of course, she does all the main decision stuff. Meets with the parents, the students, does all the hiring, and she’s damn good at it, but I keep her paperwork nice and neat. I arrange her meetings. I admonish her professors for running late.” She dropped her voice, not so quiet that Geela missed it. “I deal with visitors that drop by without scheduling meetings…”

“Excuse me?” Geela asked.

“Nothing, nothing!”

Geela opened her mouth to say something, but a thought struck her. “How old is Eve’s aide?”

“Professor Brown?” Fairy still had her back to Geela as she climbed up a shelf ladder. “Thirty, I think.”

“Hmph. Good.” The man had looked young enough, could’ve been mid-twenties. It would have really stung Geela’s ego if her reputation as one of the youngest adjunct professors in the Celestial Academy’s history was threatened by a Bob Brown.

Geela’s thoughts came to a crashing halt at this. “Bob Brown?” she said, as though the topic had, at some point in the last four seconds, meandered away from the man. “Professor Bob Brown.” Her towering eyebrows cast a shadow over her eyes. “How many are there?”

“How many… years? Thirty?”

Geela’s glare spat venom. “How many Professor Bob Browns?”

“Oh.” She turned on her ladder to face Geela. “Um. Think he’s the only one. There are other Browns but no other Bob Browns.”

Professor Bob Brown. It was such a boring name, so painfully dull that Geela knew there was no mistaking it. Hell, even Darkos, slurring on noodles, had managed to remember it.

Professor Bob Brown. The recipient of the Jades’ drug trade.

“Now, you’ve been around the academy for some time, haven’t you, Fairy?”

“Oh, I’d say.” The woman, relieved at Geela’s now relatively normal voice, turned back to her books. “Why do you ask?”

“Does the school have a lot of issues with drugs? Petunia is… very sensitive to… drugs.” Geela straightened her shoulders, reasonably confident that this would be something a parent would worry about.

“As in allergic?”

“Allergic? To every possible kind of drug?” Geela scoffed. “Impossible. No, I simply mean she’s got a very addictive personality.”

“Isn’t she eight?”

Geela bristled. “Eight-year-olds have plenty of time to discover and explore the world and find that they are… susceptible. I think it’s responsible.”

“Yes, but how do you even learn that about a child so young—” she cut off hard at Geela’s withering look.

“I think this is a suspiciously strong attempt to avoid answering my question!” Geela crossed her arms, drumming her black nails on her forearms. “Especially considering I happen to know from a very good source that your friend Bob is involved in noodle trade.”

Fairy choked. “Noodle trade?” she asked, mouth open wide. “You think Bob—”

“I know Bob. Or, I don’t. But I know he’s involved in the noodles.” Geela stared at Fairy’s back as if to ask, ‘what do you have to say to that?’

Fairy, with her back to Geela, missed the look and didn’t have much to say at all. Instead, she stared petrified at the bookshelf in front of her.

“Well?” Geela asked. “What do you have to say to that?”

Fairy turned around, her cheeks sucked in a tad. “Oh, dear. I don't think it is, but what if… What if it wasn’t just a rumor?”

This wasn’t really much better than just the silence, and Geela made an angry noise under her breath.

Fairy, resigned to getting no work done as long as Geela was there, slid down her ladder. “There was… I wouldn’t say a rumor but an accusation by someone in the church of Celeste that the faculty were dealing drugs to their parishioners.” She groaned and flopped into her seat. “I thought it was just another rumor in the long line of slander they’ve thrown at us since the blood cultists blew up the school.”

“The church? You think Bob’s dealing to the priests?”

“Oh lord, I hope not.” Fairy pulled her knees up onto the chair and propped her chin on them. “Those poor babies. Why do you think it’s Bob?”

Geela sniffed, appreciating how disapprovingly regal it sounded with her new nose. “I happened to encounter an accomplice of his.” It was a show of her hand, but if Fairy knew something about this, it could be helpful. And having dirt on the church would be very useful when it came to finding an excuse to sneaking around. Maybe this was part of Lune’s scheme, maybe not, but it absolutely helped. If Lune thought ‘Gale Bronwyn’ was on the scent of noodle dealing, Geela could get her hands on all kinds of church-specific things. After all, Gale was just looking to protect her child.

Then an even better idea crossed Geela’s mind. The little High Priest who had shown Geela and Darkos around the church would be an ideal candidate to help her snoop all around. How hard would it be to convince a little kid that she was just trying to help keep his church drug-free? And if Geela got everything she wanted, then everyone, even the little brat, won. Geela takes out a child of Noire, weakening her enemy and bringing her one step closer to taking Noire out. Sonatad and the rest of the Celeste worshippers got a church free of both sparkle noodles and evil void spawns.

Fairy stared intently at Geela’s zoned-out face. “Mum?” she asked. “You were saying?”

“Huh?”

“About an accomplice.”

“Oh. Yes.” Showing her hand, giving them enough truth to want to help. “Two traders I had the misfortune of crossing. They have a whole stash of sparkle noodles in their home, addressed to one Professor Bob Brown.”

“Oh, dear.” Fairy craned her neck at the door as if expecting Bob to come back in. “Oh, dear. I can’t tell Eve; it’ll break her heart. She’s always had a soft spot for her adjunct professors.”

Geela shook her head rather adamantly. “No, absolutely do not.” Tipping off Bob would not be the best call. “It would absolutely destroy poor Professor Elle.” Geela gave a dramatic sigh. “I’ve heard that some professors, upon learning that their underlings have been acting in corrupt ways, give up teaching as a whole.”

Fairy looked horrified at this concept. “That’s… I hadn’t thought. But you’re right.”

Geela smiled benevolently. Of course she was right.

“Now.” Geela rose to her feet, sweeping her dark dress around her. “I actually have a lunchtime appointment with the church. Since it seems Professor Elle will be out a good deal longer, I may take my appointment there now and return when she’s back.”

Fairy just stared forward, a glassy look in her eye. Of course, to someone so accustomed to the petty lifestyle typical for clerks and other useless people, learning that a coworker was dealing heavy drugs must be a shock to such a feeble mind.

“It’s all right, dear. I’ll keep your involvement with this out.” Geela turned to the door, nose in the air. “I simply want to ask them some questions.”

Without waiting for a response, she stalked out, mind already tackling this new puzzle piece.




* * * * *




“Oh, Miss Bronwyn! Or—Mrs. Bronwyn.” The small High Priest nodded his head quickly to the statue of the Goddess on his personal altar before jumping up from his little pew. He tripped a bit on his robes but stuck the landing, probably better than Geela would have. “I didn’t expect to see you today.”

“Ms. Bronwyn, please.” Geela looked around his private office, examining the rather simple desk and bookshelves, filled with a mix of ancient texts and far more modern-looking tomes. A few books lay open on his desk, splayed upside down to hold their pages. The only ornate part of the room was the altar, decked out in crystals, sun motifs, and little golden horseshoes, signaling an altar to the pony Goddess. “Another one of the priests showed me the way to your office. I told her that I had some utmost important things to discuss with you.”

He reached out to his desk, fumbling a bit as his hands searched for his glasses, all while trying to fix Geela with a professional stare. Finally, he found them and shoved them up on his nose.

“Utmost importance, you say.” He took a seat behind his desk and folded his hands. “Does this relate to the blood cults?”

Geela blinked blankly for half a second, remembering yet another thing she needed from this place. “Actually, it does not. Though we will get to that. I have many pressing things on my mind.”

He gestured at the seat across from him. “Make yourself comfortable. If this will take a while, I can get an acolyte to bring you some water or juice or coffee or…” he frowned. “Wine or tea? Whatever you like.”

Geela was very tempted to take him up on the offer, since she’d gotten up so early, but knowing that the church had a drug issue did turn her off wanting to accept anything edible from them, and she waved a hand.

“That won’t be necessary. While I must admit, my husband and I were impressed with the state of your church when we visited, I was disquieted by something I learned after.” She stood next to the chair she’d been offered, not sitting but rather leaning on the back of it. It was essential to maintain an air of authority, even when facing down a child.

He gave a heavy sigh. “The silence is something we are actively working to combat. It was the reason behind my appointment. We’re aware that faith response is at a low, and I assure you—”

“Your church has a noodle problem.” Geela cut in before the little priest had the chance to bore her with any further religious banalities.

Sonatad faced her, eyes glazing over for a moment before he nodded slowly. “Oh, I see. I… I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Is this some kind of slang or street talk?” He swallowed, and his eyes darted to his bookshelves. The look on his face reminded Geela of oral exams with the acolytes at the Celestial Academy. Their chubby faces would contort, trying to recall a word or phrase, and Geela had long ago learned to tell when the look was real or if they were just trying to pretend they knew the term but had forgotten.

This High Priest had no idea what a sparkle noodle was.

“Drugs. It’s a drug. You have a drug problem.”

His mouth dropped open, and his eyes bugged out for about one to two seconds before he composed himself, taking a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds, and releasing slowly.

“These are some serious allegations, Gale,” he said. Geela cringed internally at the use of her ‘first name.’ “I had some concerns after your encounter with Lune that, perhaps, you may think her oddities could be—”

“Nothing like that.” Though Geela could absolutely understand why someone might think the batty, former High Priestess had been on drugs. “No, she was a strange one, no doubt, but my concerns come from a much different place.”

He nodded and repeated the little breathing ritual. “Pony give me strength,” he whispered, eyes closed. Then he opened them and fixed Geela with a receptive, if tense, stare. “Would you mind sharing your suspicions?” His voice shook just a tad. Poor thing.

“No, I wouldn’t.” She finally sat down in the chair, now fully in control of the situation. “Mind, that is. I was… interacting with some traders, a couple by the name of the Jades. I learned that they were shipping sparkle noodles, a rather tricky and highly addictive drug, to a professor within the academy. Apparently, there had been a rumor that the academy was shipping drugs to the church.”

He nodded along as she spoke. “Yes, yes, I see.” Hands unsteady, he took his glasses off and polished them on his robe before pressing them back to his nose. “This is very troubling. While some substances can bring you closer to a Patron or general mental enlightenment, the ones made illegal are often done so for a reason.” He paused. “These noodles are illegal, right?”

“Very.”

“Right, good. Or not good because we take illicit drugs very seriously here.” He drummed his fingers on the desk and bounced his leg. “I’ll be reaching out to—or no. I’ll have to…”

Geela could track the slow realization that he had absolutely no idea who he could trust as it slowly expanded in his eyes.

Then he cleared his throat. “Well. I think this would warrant some personal research on my part. Learn about these noodles and their history and effects. Perhaps find if there are some clear tells that someone is dropping noodles.”

Dropping noodles. This poor child had no idea what he was doing. Geela offered him a small, non-reassuring smile. “I can speak to the Jades at a later time, perhaps this evening or tomorrow. I do genuinely want this place to be safe by the time my daughter transfers.”

“Oh!” His face lit up. “So you’re still thinking about sending her here?”

Geela shrugged one shoulder. “There really doesn’t seem to be any better candidate. I’m invested in cleaning this place out, for the welfare of my family and that of the entire Celestial City.” She was laying it on a bit thick, but Sonatad’s face broke out in gratitude.

“That would be great. And I can assist you in return, get you whatever you need either to help with the drugs or the blood cult. Phew.” He brushed his forehead. “It’s a good thing I’m here.”

“Mmm, truly the church would struggle without such an adept High Priest at the helm.”

He nodded, fully and completely unironically. “Well, as I’ve mentioned, it’s not a requirement to have one on staff. In a sense, it’s a good thing we’d been struggling to reach Celeste, or we’d never have had a High Priest to lead us through such trying times. The pony works in mysterious ways.”

The boy had already told her this but she nodded all the same.

“Would you mind if I spoke to Lune now?” Geela asked, rising to her feet. “I have some things I wanted to discuss with her that I didn’t have time to do on my first visit.”

His cherubic little face clouded at this. “I really don’t think she’s on drugs. She wouldn’t…” He trailed off, just long enough to indicate something obviously wrong. “She’s always been like this.”

Geela planted her hands on her hips, almost a bit too maternally, but it worked to cow the boy. “Sonatad, do you think Lune is at all responsible for this?”

“No,” he said, entirely unconvincingly. “Or that is, rather, she wouldn’t have a motivation for this at all. It’s just that if I hadn’t been on staff, the church could be in real trouble. That’s all.”

Geela gave a heavy sigh. “Well, I’ll just have to ask her. I do appreciate your help; I remember the way. I’ll show myself up.”

Sonatad rose to his feet, eyes distant. “You still want to talk to her?” he asked.

“I need answers somewhere, and if you aren’t interested in—”

“I don’t want you to go in there and accuse her of anything,” he said, blurting the words in a rush. “She’s a good person, she really is. It’s not that she’s suspicious, really. It’s just the timing. Last year when they appointed me, the church’s worst issue was that we were struggling to get in touch with Celeste. No responses to prayers, no miracles. It was bad enough that almost everyone voted for me to take the role as High Priest.”

“Almost everyone.”

His eyes darted up at the ceiling as if Lune could somehow hear. “Almost. Lune was the only dissenting voice. She had her reasons, I’m sure, and you can ask her whatever you want. Just… don’t go in accusing her of dealing drugs or anything. I’m sure there’s another explanation.” With this, he turned to his bookshelf, fingers hovering over different titles, murmuring under his breath.

“Of course.” Geela had a lot on her mind now, but one thing she knew for sure. Lune was actively working against the church’s best interests. Luckily for Geela, she had Sonatad, and by extension the church, wrapped around her finger. Just a short interview with Lune to get some real answers, and this was almost going to be easy.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Arthette and Rakius




Real answers. Right. Reeeeeal God damned answers. As far as Geela was concerned, Lune hadn’t even noticed that she’d walked in. The woman was crouched on her windowsill, staring at whatever was outside. If Lune knew Geela’s true identity, then this was a cruel joke to play. The void spawn would know that Geela couldn’t reveal herself or act in any way to antagonize Lune, lest she risk an all-out fight, which Geela wasn’t prepared for.

Geela had almost considered coming out with a sufficient amount of artifacts disguised on her person but had thought better of it. Maybe Lune was brilliant and playing mind games, or maybe she was just crazy, but either way, Geela had to take her seriously. Besides, each previous child of Noire had pointed her to the next. If she took out Lune without learning anything new, the last remaining children would still be out there, siphoning power to Noire. Now, back when the goal was ‘free Darkos’s soul from Noire,’ it had made sense to take out the children and weaken Noire for a battle over her poor henchmen’s eternal salvation.

But with Darkos being a child of Noire, well, there was no way to break that. No way to sever the tie. Even destroying Noire would only break Darkos free. Darkos would remain a fledgling Void Fiend.

So Geela had to be smart about it. Another good reason to visit the Academy was that it had books on Noire. Not just books on Void Fiends. Books on Noire. Yeah, Noirela was that big of a deal. Of course, with Fairy in her back pocket, Geela could easily find those books. Til then, though, no blowing up major buildings, no matter how deserved.

And right now, watching Lune make small pigeon noises out the window, it was feeling pretty damn deserved.

“Ahem,” Geela said for the third time. Upon getting no response, for the third time, Geela decided to stop beating around the bush and start beating the bush directly. “So good of you to take the time to speak with me,” she said. “I think we both felt as though there was a lot left unsaid after our prior meeting, and I wanted to apologize for that.” She took a deep breath and plowed on, stepping through Lune’s cluttered room and running a finger over the woman’s things. “Drake, my husband, is a bit cautious about this place. He knows too many people who have had bad dealings with religions, cults, sects, churches, Patrons in general, you understand. And then we hear about blood cults, and you can only imagine.”

No response from Lune, so Geela narrowed her eyes and knocked over the miniature model trebuchet on what was likely once a desk.

As it clattered to the ground, Geela continued. “And now weren’t you talking previously about such malevolent Patrons involving your Patrons directly? Something about a Void Fiend, if I recall correctly? Must be a small world because, in my travels, I’ve come across people who have dealt with Void Fiends.” She planted a heavy boot on an overturned mirror and began applying weight. “One of my dear friends once encountered a couple claiming to be bearing the spawn of such a creature. I think their names were…” She stepped a little more until the glass cracked, thinking of an obvious way to mess up the couple’s name. Couldn’t risk being too subtle here but couldn’t be overt. “Oh, was it Rakius and Arthette?”

A gasp let her know that Lune had finally paid attention. Geela looked up to find the woman’s hooded eyes boring into Geela’s skull.

“Arthette?”

“Maybe? Or maybe her name was—”

“She didn’t change her name?” Lune’s fingers flew to her lips, and she chewed on them, nail, pad, knuckle and all. “The foolish woman. The fool. Oh, the fool.” Lune moaned and smacked her head into the windowpane. “How dreadful. Was he told? Did he know?”

“Wait, were their names Arthette and Rakius?” Geela blinked. Had she forgotten the names of Darkos’s parents? She distinctly remembered making fun of Rakette’s name and Arthius’s accent. Unless…

Lune had told them to change their names. And, being the utter morons that they were, they just swapped syllables. And Geela, being the genius that she was, had stumbled upon their actual names by accident, thoroughly confusing Lune. A grin crossed Geela’s face at her own brilliance. Really, though, it was more a testament to Darkos’s parents’ stupidity. Who gave themselves a pseudonym that close to their real name?

“Gale!” Lune waved a hand at Geela, ushering her to the window. “I must speak to you of important things. This couple, did you meet them?”

Geela tiptoed around Lune’s crap to get to the window. “Huh? No, I said a friend of mine did. They live up north, far out of my way.”

“Blast the damn machinations of the universe.” She held her hands up to the sky. “Why didn’t you show me the way? Why didn’t you tell me how to guide them properly?”

So Lune had told the couple to change their names, likely as a tip-off to Malevo. But between the couple’s elongated trek to Sunnyville and the similar names, Malevo had totally missed them.

“What are you going on about?” Geela asked.

“I sent the couple from this place when I was rewarded with the sight.” Her haunted eyes turned on Geela. “The air in this city was too heavy. They would find him. I sent them away to a place he could be hidden from those who would do him harm.”

Was this a confession or a cover? Given the Celestial City’s discomfort with evil-aligned entities, Geela wouldn’t be surprised to hear that Lune had sent Darkos away to a place he could grow under the tutelage of another child of Noire without casting suspicion on Lune herself. Besides, Lune had been ten or eleven when Darkos was born. She was still forging a path for herself in the Church of Celeste. To keep suspicion off the two blossoming spawn, sending Darkos away did make sense.

But it also worked as a cover story. Perhaps followers of Noire could have found Darkos. This highlighted another hole in Geela’s knowledge: how did the void spawns connect with their parent? Why did Sinistrina, Malevo, and Lune all connect with Noire while Darkos didn’t? Another thing Geela could look up, but perhaps Lune would be willing to say more?

“Who was looking for him?” she asked.

“Those who would do dreadful things,” Lune answered unhelpfully. “Those who would warp him to a purpose most heinous. Why do you ask? Are you, perhaps, in touch with your friend who may be, in fact, in touch with the parents? With Arthette and Rakius?” For the first time, Lune stepped down from the windowsill, her bare feet connecting with the stone floor.

Geela opened her lips to warn the woman about the broken mirror but shook her head. Of course, she wasn’t going to warn Lune. Instead, she repurposed her breath. “I’m not sure. I’d have to reach out. Did you not stay in touch?”

“No!” Lune waved a hand, and stringy hair went flying. “I told them to flee! What good would it be if I had kept in touch?” She pulled her hand back to her mouth, gnawing on it. “The woman doesn’t understand such things. Such things that are better left to us.”

“How did you know?” This was another big question, one Geela had wondered since Rakette (Geela refused to acknowledge her original name) had confessed to Darkos’s heritage. “That the child would be born a void spawn?” Then, for added flavor, some feigned ignorance. “Did the woman sleep with a void monster?”

“The woman doesn’t know such things. Tsk tsk tsk tsk. What a sadness.” She looked up at Geela. “They happen. The scions fly through the air, the cosmos, looking for a chance and seeking the power to take advantage of it, searching for the moment of life. It has been happening beneath our long, hooked noses.”

Geela knew this was a dig at her nose, and she refrained from bristling. She rather liked the nose. It’d have dwarfed her old features, but with the alterations she’d done, it looked rather regal.

“Well, it’s good to know that ‘it flies through the cosmos.’ Really, very telling. I’m sure the church flourished under your careful leadership.” Lune’s comments hadn’t been that useless, but Geela needed to note that, to anyone who wasn’t Geela, it would have been nonsense. No, it seemed that Noire’s children were released from its realm once sufficient power had been built. The spawn would then fly through realms, waiting for the perfect level of power, and then latch onto the closest conception. This still didn’t answer Geela’s question, however. “But you. Did you—”

“Patience, child!” Lune’s voice snapped harshly through the room. “I will not entertain you slandering my name. I have the sight and with it, the ability to see all but the light.” Her voice broke at this, a convincing act. Yes, it would make sense for Lune to claim powerful Mystic Sensing. It would make sense that, as a cosmic priestess who got her powers from the sun, she’d be able to spot the darkness in a brewing void spawn.

But what was the real answer? She hadn’t noticed Darkos’s darkness when they’d first stepped in… or if she had, she hadn’t indicated. Of course, if her Mystic Sensing came from void magic, like Darkos’s did, she wouldn’t be able to sense him. But then how did she know about his nature before he was born? Geela would need to learn how void spawns recognized each other before she’d be able to safely hide Darkos. Gods, so many complications.

Lune wasn’t being very helpful right now either, but she had opened up Geela’s mind to new threads she had to pull. And Geela could also use this chance to throw Lune off her own scent.

“Would it be beneficial for me to get in touch with them?” Geela asked. “The couple? I could speak to my friend; he knows many people. He may be able to help yet. And I fear, what with all the terrible things happening in this city, easing your mind about that void spawn could prove very cathartic.”

Lune’s eyes shifted to Geela, one lid twitching in thought. “Yes. Yes, contact the couple. You said they went north? Do you know where?”

Geela shook her head. “I didn’t ask. But I can return to you with this information, should I find it.”

“Ah yes. Yes, yes, she will.”

No, no, she wouldn’t. Geela didn’t like Darkos’s parents but siccing another void spawn on them felt close to gratuitous. Technically, after getting high on noodles, Darkos did kinda owe Geela for the hassle, but killing his parents out of irritation wasn’t the play here.

“Very well,” Geela said. “Perhaps you can look into those blood cults for me. Help each other out. Can you sense them as well? Or is it just the void.”

“Blood runs through all bodies. Mine and yours. Even the children’s. I can see many things, Gale Bronwyn.” She sniffed the air enough to make her nostrils flare. “I don’t know the scent of this cult, but the scent of iron grows stronger, and it comes from…” She sniffed again, shifting her weight as if trying to determine the direction of the smell. Then her body went rigid. “It comes from… the future.”

This was absolutely the worst thing for Geela to hear right now. First of all, an increase in the strength of blood in ‘the future’ meant that Geela’s current path was leading her closer to reviving Berta.

Second, just hearing about temporal magic like this helped it move along. It was so tricky and gross. Really, more than involving herself with Berta, invoking that damn prophecy had been a colossal mistake.

“You look rattled, child.” Lune’s eyes fixed Geela’s face with an unearthly glow. “Is there a way in which I can help ease your mind?”

Geela didn’t answer. No, Lune’s fix on magical energies went beyond the average, if rare, Mystic Sensing. Being able to find magic in the future was something altogether more frightening.

“I must be off now,” Geela said, voice thankfully rock-steady. “I will return should I have reason to believe it would benefit either of us.”




* * * * *




Next was a quick bite of food before meeting with Professor Elle again, but Geela’s head was spinning a bit quickly. It seemed every new meeting added more things to her to-do list. Talk to Eve, find and steal books on Noire, and finally talk with the Jades to pick their brain about the drug problem in the church (that they caused). Sonatad would have more information on the blood cultists once she’d helped track down the drug issue. While he’d planned on helping them a bit before, actually having him in her debt would be the difference between him giving her a sheet of newspapers regarding past blood magic sightings and actually helping her track down the remaining cultists.

She’d send him a letter, after interrogating the Jades, with everything she’d learned, and then at the end, she’d ask him specifically for information regarding her closest surviving disciples, Illisadra, Carlosi, Gene, or Amy. Then the drug issue would largely be off her chest unless she needed more information from the church, and then she could find some need to utilize their resources again.

With that in mind, she wanted to skip Eve and the book and beeline for the Jades, but she was already at the academy, so she grabbed an overpriced sandwich at the atrium and whisked up the stairs to talk with Eve.

The Professor wasn’t back by the time Geela entered, which annoyed her. Perhaps she had no right to be since it wasn’t technically one o’clock, which was when she was supposed to be back by, but the schedules of others’ was always so needlessly inconvenient that Geela couldn’t help but be irritated.

“Still not here, I see.”

Fairy looked up at her, the little divot between the woman’s eyebrows deepening. “Oh, Ms. Bronwyn. Yes, as I said, she’ll be back at—”

“That’ll do, clerk.” Geela dropped herself in the chair across from Fairy. “I spoke to the church.”

“You did? Already?”

“Yes, well, I’m not weighed down by bureaucracy. ‘Proper channels’ has no meaning to me.” She stared coldly ahead, reveling in the freedom that not caring gave her. “Their High Priest is looking into the situation.”

Fairy nodded. “And he’s probably ten or something?”

Geela nodded. “Or something.”

“So no adult is handling the situation on that end.”

“No. Though, truth be told, I don’t think children can take sparkle noodles.” Geela hadn’t ever seen anyone under the age of eighteen try, but they were always warned at length not to let anyone under sixteen take any. “It messes with their senses, and that can cause severe developmental issues. So the children of the church are likely the best chance we have at making sure our connections there aren’t addicts or dealers.”

“Oh, that’s a really good point!” Fairy nodded emphatically. “What else can I do to help?”

“Investigate Bob,” Geela said. “Check his office over for names, anything that can help you find out who he’s dealing to at the church.” Anything Geela could do to make someone else do the work. She was perfectly content with letting Fairy and Sontatad grapple with this while Geela herself used their distress and distractedness to take down Lune and steal books on Noire. “I’ll interview the Jades, wrestle some information out of them.”

Fairy nodded again. “Ooh, this could be kind of a big deal. Imagine the accolades we’d get for busting this.”

“Maybe you’ll get promoted from clerk.”

“Oh, no.” She brushed this off with a handwave, cheeks flushing. “Clerk work is what I’m suited for. Just maybe it’ll make us clerks get some more respect.” She lifted her stubby chin in pride.

“Riiight. Well, the Celestial Academy is safer under your careful watch.”

Fairy did not appear to notice Geela’s dry tone, as she stared ahead, mind clearly filled with fantasies of being awarded Clerk of the Year.

Then the door to the antechamber burst open, and Professor Elle hurried in, a tad frazzled looking.

“Bronwyn, Bronwyn. Where is Ms. Bronwyn?” The woman whirled on Geela, knowing exactly where she was. “More concern about the little one?”

Geela rose to her feet. “In a sense. I was wondering if we could speak privately.” She didn’t wait for an answer before leading Eve to the office.

“Well, all right, but I’ve got papers to grade,” Eve said as she followed Geela into her own office. “I’m a head of a department, but I still have classes!”

Geela tapped the door shut with her foot before turning to the professor. The woman’s frazzled, greying hair betrayed only the slight hints of brown it used to have been. If Geela had to guess, she was in her late-sixties, which would mean she’d have been in her thirties when Rakette and Arthius had last stopped by.

“Do you give advice to people who aren’t students or affiliated with the university?” Geela asked, skipping any pleasantries.

Eve rolled her eyes with a sigh. “Well, I’m speaking to you, aren’t I?”

This was a good point. “When I spoke to a retired High Priestess at the church, she’d mentioned they’d had encounters with the academy. Some good. Some bad. Some mixed.”

“Well, that’s certainly generous,” Eve said. She huffed. “Seems like all they can do is badmouth us.”

“Mmm. Yes, the High Priestess, Lune, I think her name was? I doubt you ever interacted with her—”

“Oh, Lune?” Eve’s face softened. “No, I remember when she was a High Priestess. Sweet girl but troubled, very troubled.”

Bingo. Geela raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “Oh? Did you ever have any shared… issues?”

“Oh, let me think.” Eve began rummaging through a drawer in her desk. “I am a head of department, but realm studies… Well, that’s the Mortal Realm, so it isn’t like I study the cosmic or ephemeral realms. It should be regional studies I suppose, but it is what it is. Lune sent a few parishioners to my doorstep when they were searching for other towns that worshipped Celeste. Usually, the church knows all the main cities and towns that worship her, but we have better tabs on the histories. Oh, then there was a couple looking to flee the church.”

Geele let her eyebrows do the talking, furrowing deeply at this.

Eve caught the look. “Oh no, nothing wrong with the church itself. Quite the opposite. Lune had sensed something terrible with the baby held by the woman. The priestess urged the couple to leave the city, find someplace far away, isolated and remote, that worshipped a Deity of light or holiness. She theorized that only there could the couple be safe.”

“Was she right?” Geela asked.

Eve sighed. “I don’t know. I never heard back from them. They came asking for advice on where to go. I gave them a suggestion and then recommended they run it by their poor little priestess.” She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Too much stress on a child, but I knew the girl should have the final say on where they went. But I did find a place, and a good one. A secluded little village no one had ever heard of, worshipping a Patron no one had heard of.”

“Mmm? And what was that,” Geela asked, already a little bored. The conversation had, more or less, gone how she’d expected, and her thoughts were already on her next plan.

“A village called Silverglade in the Second Forest. They worship a Goddess called Shinny, who reigns over rainbows. A sweet little place, very private. Are you all right dear? You look upset.”








CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Darkos Alone




“Hey, Jane. Hey, Jane, look. No, look. Jane! It’s getting away! Jane!”

The woman poked her head in the bathroom, eyes fearful at Darkos’s agitated tone.

Darkos looked up at her from where he sat in the tub, covered in ice. He smiled. “Look.” He pointed at a melting ice cube on the floor. “It’s on the run.”

Jane’s face pressed into the kind of wincing smile where her eyebrows closed down to her mouth, and then she was gone. Darkos looked back to the ice cube and focused on controlling it with his brain. Geela wasn’t the only one with psychic powers, it would seem. As Darkos willed the ice cube to melt, it melted, but it was more than just that. He could also command it to turn purple, and then it’d do that too. The power was in his grasp.

He was getting better at it. But as he was fulfilling the ultimate test, levitating the ice cube in the air, he could feel worms crawling on his arm, and he gave a long sigh.

“Really? This again?” He looked at his arm, nose wrinkled. No, the worms weren’t visible, but he knew they were chilling there, moving around like they were dancing to a music box tinkle. Doo doo dooooo do doo. Like that.

He raised a hand to brush them off but sighed. Really, what harm were they doing? Darkos wished he could dance with such grace, balancing on the point of a noodle. Instead, he was covered in ice while Jane sat in the other room, doing Jane things.

What was a Jane thing, anyway? Didn’t Jane deal noodles? That was what Geela said: Jane dealt noodles.

His stomach grumbled then, and a new idea crossed his mind.

Noooooooooooooooodles.

“Jane Jane Jane!” He erupted from the tub, sending ice cubes flying for cover. “I’ve got an idea!”

He heard a little shriek from the other room as she ran in.

“Oh no, sir,” she said. “You have to keep your temperature cool. It’ll help your blood and brain process the noodles better.”

“No, Jane. I need real noodles.” His stomach growled again, audibly this time. It said ‘noooooodles’ in a whispery, ghostly voice. Darkos looked up at Jane, point made.

“B-but Mistress Geela said I had to take care of you,” she said. “And you already ate three of your favorite sandwiches. You can’t possibly be hungry again.” In her hands, she twisted what looked like a piece of cloth. On closer inspection, Darkos realized it was a frog. This was Jane’s way of getting out of feeding him, and he wouldn’t stand for it.

“You have to do what I say. Or I’ll tell Geela that you didn’t.” He crossed his arms and lifted his chin high enough that his head whirled around a bit. While he was up there, Jane was saying something he couldn’t quite make out, but then she grabbed his hand and escorted him from the room.

He quickly zoomed back to his head. He’d risk missing out on his noodles if he spent too much time bouncing around. Despite being properly reattached, he blinked a few times, trying to remember where Geela went. She’d gone out a few minutes ago, probably to get some noodles herself. Maybe they’d run into her. Maybe not, though, because she was probably going to the fancy noodle house. Darkos, though, Darkos wanted authentic Celestial Noodles. Did Celestial Noodles sparkle? Darkos couldn’t help but feel like maybe they did. Maybe they glittered. Might be cool to see a glittering noodle.

He’d have to ask, but he was currently sitting in a tub, covered in ice and sleeping.

‘Wake up,’ he wanted to say. ‘Jane is getting us food.’

But of course, he didn’t wake up. Jane had told Geela that there would be eight hours of post-noodle recovery, so Darkos could only think that he was probably sleeping off the noodles. 

Lucky bastard had already eaten while Darkos was stuck at a restaurant with a nervous Jane, still waiting for his menu.

“Hey Jane,” Darkos said, tugging on the tattered fabric of her sleeve. “Hey, hey, hey, Jane.”

“Darkos, please. I’m trying to stay calm right now.”

“Me too. We should get alcohol after this. That helps.” He patted her shoulder.

Her face went so white that he could see through it. “Darkos, you’ll die!”

This was probably true and was very sobering. Darkos’s stomach twisted uncomfortably. Maybe Geela would help there. Keep him from dying. But then he remembered it was supposed to be his job to keep her alive, and he wasn’t good at that because if he used his healing magic, Geela’s old partner would eat his soul. Kinda the same way Geela’s other old partner had eaten another one of her friend’s souls.

Darkos had once been so strong that not even Noire could sap his powers. Now he had to hide them and be useless.

Darkos’s stomach was downright tied in knots. To make it worse, someone had put a huge plate of food in front of him. Its smell was overwhelming, and Darkos wished he could just be home with his mom, hiding in his room while she made him soup. He missed his mom. She’d been kinda funny when he’d last seen her. Dressed like a crow.

“Hey Jane,” he said, his voice low, “can we get soup?”

“What?” she whispered back. “I thought you wanted noodles?”

Darkos stared at her like she had three heads. “Jane. There are noodles literally on my head. I can feel them. Why would I want more noodles?” He held out a hand. “Take it away.”

Jane stared at the plate of noodles like maybe she wanted to throw it or maybe cry and put her face in it.

“I’m not good at being a noodle guide,” she said, her voice still a whisper, though now it looked more like she was talking to the food than Darkos. “I’m not good at this. I usually just smelled them and enjoyed the relaxation. Why did this happen?”

“Because you dealt bad drugs to good people,” the noodles answered. “It’s called penance, Jane.”

Jane’s face crumpled. “Woe is me,” she said, a drop of sweat rolling down her forehead.

Darkos wanted to wipe it away, but it was a little hard because it was a melting ice cube running down her head, and Darkos’s psychic power days were long over. All he could do was watch the ice slide to the ground and woosh across the bathroom floor. His stomach dropped this time, and a shudder rocked his body.

Something wasn’t right. Something was wrong.

He flinched as something touched his face. It was Jane’s hand. He followed her hand to her arm to her torso to her neck, on top of which was her head, which had a furrowed brow over her eyes.

“You still want soup? You kinda just… you haven’t said anything for close to fifteen minutes.”

Darkos pushed her hand away, angry now. “No.”

“No soup?”

“No.”

“Any food? It’ll probably help you digest—”

“No.”

“Well, what do you want?”

“Geela.”

“Oh no.” Jane put her hand in her mouth, maybe her nails but maybe her whole hand. “Geela’s doing busy things.”

“What things, Jane? What thing? Why is she hiding the things? Have you noticed?” Darkos’s chest got a little puffed at this. “When we were at the church, did you notice how fast she changed the topic?”

“I, uh, didn’t.”

“And then she made us leave in a rush to see the Jades, but why did we have to?” He put a hand over his mouth with a gasp. “Do you think she meant to drug me?”

“I’m not sure.”

Darkos whirled to face Jane, a bit too fast because her face and the wall behind her was now covered with a green film. “How could you not know!”

“I wasn’t… there. Darkos, please lower your voice.” She sounded like she was crying now, but it was hard to tell because of the green. “People are staring. Noodles are illegal in the Celestial City!”

Darkos stared at his plate in horror. Then he looked around the restaurant, the fear mounting.

“Jane,” he said, his whisper so loud it could crack glass. “There are noodles everywhere in here. Am I an accomplice?” Geela wasn’t gonna like this. She’d put Darkos in charge of Jane to keep her out of trouble, and now they were eating at an illicit noodle house. “Shoot.” He ran a hand through his hair, which was a mistake as it was now covered in invisible noodles. “Shoot. Jane. What do we do?”

“Uhhhh.” She bobbed in her seat, her strange felt hat flashing in the candlelight. Felt really was a pretty cheap fabric. Who’d bought Jane such a cheap hat? Even as the minion to a henchman, she needed to be dressed better.

Darkos knew what to do.

“We’re going shopping now,” he said. “Get your things, and let’s go.”

“What?”

Darkos stood up, which may have been a rash decision as the world tipped precariously, and for a moment, he could picture himself lying on the floor in the inn, listening to Jane talking about drugs to Geela.

Was he on drugs? Something about this seemed wrong.

But then the world righted itself, and he was back in business.

“We need to buy Geela a new hat,” he explained as he pulled Jane through the city. “The felt one she has is really cheap.”

Jane pulled at her hat, her eyebrows doing the thing again where they pinched the poor space between them. “You shouldn’t call her that.”

“I didn’t call her cheap! Just her hat. Next time you shop for clothes, check the price tag. You’ll know better.”

“No!” Jane glanced around the crowded streets, all the weird people with weird exploding faces, and pulled Darkos closer. “Don’t call her Geela.”

“But that’s her name.” Darkos sighed. Jane really was a simpleton. “Ja’Eel is just a cover name.”

“No, no, no!” Even as she spoke louder, she pulled him closer, making his ears hurt. “You have to call her Gale.”

“Like the wind?”

“Yes. Sure.” The two wound through the roads as Darkos contemplated this. Then Jane spoke again. “You know? Like how you’re Drake?”

“I’m not Drake. I’m Darkos. Darkos. Not Drakeos. Dark.” His stomach clenched at this, and a sweat broke out on his neck. Something was wrong here, too, but it was different, and he wished he was sleeping in a tub of ice.

“Where are we going?” Jane asked.

Darkos blinked and looked around. They were in a narrow lane with lots of grass on the different sides. It was pretty, lots of giant flowers, and the clouds chugged through the sky, which was green, and Darkos didn’t like it. But it was green, and that was the only problem. The houses were big and far apart, which Darkos did like. Big fluffy houses, chugging through the road.

“We’re going to the pauper’s market,” Darkos said, staring at the houses. One of them, in particular had a coppery smell to it. The scent reminded him of Geela, and it made his teeth hurt a bit. The smell had been what brought him out here, that and a sense that he’d been here before, but when he thought about it, this wasn’t where he was supposed to be.

“This isn’t even close to the pauper’s market.” Jane twisted a lock of wispy hair. Or maybe it was a buncha skinny worms. Darkos couldn’t be sure. They were very long and whitish, like worms. And they did move. But they also came from her head, which wasn’t very wormlike.

“Are those worms?” he asked.

She ignored this. “Look, we can go to the market, but you have to do what I say.”

Darkos wanted to tower over her at this and shout about how she was a minion and couldn’t boss him around, but then he noticed one of the puffy clouds telling him to be patient and calm with her. The cloud smiled as Darkos smiled at Jane. He wasn’t angry. He was a good person. So good that not even Noire could corrupt him. Sometimes he liked to pretend to be Geela and puff up, but after all, this whole trip to the market was to buy Jane a nice hat.

“Let’s go to the market,” Darkos said, holding out his arm.

Jane nervously placed a hand on top of his, and they whisked off to the pauper’s market to buy Jane a hat.




* * * * *




“Jane.”

“Drake?”

“Don’t call me that.”

“I have to. We’re in public.”

“Are we?” Darkos’s skin was cold, like he was in a bathtub of ice. But then he looked around him, and the world was bright with tinkling, shimmering, glimmering stuff. A market of stuff that all attacked Darkos’s eyes. “I’d rather be in ice right now,” he said.

He flinched as Jane’s hand touched him again. “I’m sorry! I tried to put you in the ice bath, but you wanted noodles.”

Darkos shuddered. He’d thought noodles were what got him into this situation in the first place. “How long was I in the ice?”

“Uhh.” Her voice wavered in his brain a bit, bothering the noodles inside his skull. “Well, you slept for a bunch of hours. Like all night, so that was good. This won’t last much longer. You might start feeling the high wear off soon.”

Darkos’s lip jutted a bit. She wasn’t wrong. He was starting to feel glum. “Can we just buy the hat and go home?”

Jane clutched his arm. “Yeah, we can do that!” She started steering them through the market, pointing out different hats. “This one has some crystals on it. Gale likes crystals. This one has horns; that might make her happy.”

Darkos wasn’t sure why Jane was trying so hard to find a hat for Geela. This was to replace Jane’s hat. Jane liked flowers. She wore dresses with flowers and had a little necklace with a rose.

“This one has opals on it. Doesn’t Gale like opals?”

“No, Jane. This one.” Darkos had found the hat. The hat. It was fun and popping. It had real flowers growing on it. The sign said that if they were watered every three days and got sun, they’d never die. And the Celestial City was always sunny. The hat was made of straw, but it was soft and not brittle. The hat smelled like flowers and was bright and kind in this market full of angry metal shimmery things and big smells.

“That one?” She scurried over, her lips painting a big confused mess on her face. “That’s got flowers.”

Good. She’d noticed.

Darkos handed a handful of coins to the shopkeep. The old man scowled and handed back most of them. He seemed like a good man, to give them so much money back.

“This hat,” Darkos said, gesturing at it.

The shopkeep nodded, his face slowly starting to screw up in concern.

“Thank you!” Jane said, snatching up the hat and grabbing Darkos’s arm. “It’s time to go, Darkos!”

They turned to go when Darkos stopped suddenly. “Drake,” he said. “It’s Drake. Not Darkos. Foolish Jane.”

Behind him, the shopkeep laughed. “Drake’s a good name.” His voice had a weird accent that Darkos didn’t like. “Strong like a dragon. Not dark at all. Heh. Dark.”

Darkos wanted to turn back and say, ‘only my mom calls me Dark,’ but his stomach hurt, and he hadn’t eaten at all today, and he was feeling clammy again.

“Jane.” He wanted to tell her that the hat was for her, but when he looked in his hands, he just saw ice there. Dark ice. But his mouth was dry.

How had Darkos survived Noire for so long? Why had he not fallen weak and frail like his fellow priests? Why had he not withered away? This had been a question Geela had never asked, but now Darkos faced it.

Darkos had powers Geela didn’t know about. He’d passed out during the fight of Haymaker but had dreamt about saving it, and somehow, that had happened. A lot of his magic… where had it come from? He wasn’t still worshipping Noire, and he had no magical training, but he could still heal. He could sense magic, or at least most magic. He couldn’t sense void magic, though. Right now, he couldn't sense anything except confusion.

“The hat’s for you,” he whispered, alone in the tub. “For you, Jane. Not for Geela.” He pressed his eyes shut, and the world pitched.

Geela. Geela had brought them to the city chasing down Professor Elle, thinking she’d be a lead, as the head of the realm studies. But when Geela had learned the woman’s name, she pivoted to thinking Elle was a void spawn.

Eve Elle.

Evelle.

Eeeeevil.

Because it made sense.

Like Malevo. Malevoooo—lent. Malevolent. Sinistrina. The names made sense. Even Lune. Creepy, crazy, night.

Dark.

Darkos’s stomach twisted, and he stared at a plate of steaming noodles. He stared at a bowl of tomato soup that smelled like iron. He stared at a plate of peanut and fruit sandwiches given to him by his mom. He stared at a frowning bacon over a pile of eggs.

What was wrong with his head? Where was Geela? Had she run away from him?

Something about the dream had turned scary, but he couldn’t hide from it because it was in his head. You can’t hide from something inside you. You can’t hide, even when the thing inside feels so icky or cold or evil or da—

“Darkos?”

He jolted awake, taking in a shuddering gasp. He sat in a tub of cold water, with a few ice cubes still floating in it. His hands and feet tingled. They felt too far away from his body.

“Darkos? Jane! Up, silly girl. Where is he?”

Darkos stared at the door to the bedroom. A lot of stuff made a lot of sense now. Darkos didn’t know how he or Geela hadn’t seen it before.

“What is that thing on your head? Who keeps buying you hats?”

Darkos pulled his head lower underwater until just his nose was above it. Were they killing the children of Noire to weaken the Void Fiend? Did they want to destroy the Void Fiend to save Darkos? Or was it just an opportunity to destroy Geela’s oldest enemy? What was the real goal here?

“I hope you’re decent in there, Darkos. I’m coming in.”

Darkos inhaled deep in his nose and re-emerged into the cold air of the bathroom. He forced a smile.

“I’m all good, Geela. Just sleeping off the drugs.”

She could never find out.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN

A Sunny Morning Walk




By the time Darkos awoke the next day, the noodles had mostly worn off and he was experiencing what Jane called Sudden Noodle Extreme Withdrawal Deprivation Syndrome. Geela’s lips twitched with mirth every time anyone even mentioned Sudden NEWDS and though Darkos could logically understand the humor, he couldn’t share in it. He felt too bleak.

His hands felt floaty and distant, and he couldn’t smell and his entire brain was altogether miserable, which was probably both the NEWDS and the fact that he’d come to the conclusion that he was, without a doubt, a child of Noire.

This alone made him want to crawl into bed and die. But he was already in bed and so that just left dying, which on closer inspection, didn’t seem like too hot of an option. So instead he pried himself out of bed. At least that gave him a place to crawl back to once their trip to town was done.

Geela was rattling away at her desk about illicit noodle trades to the academy or church or something. Darkos struggled to parse it while he stared at the breakfast a nervous Jane served him.

It was a greasy porridge, and Darkos was displeased with it.

“So the Jades, then church. I’ll bully some information out of them, I don’t really care what. Hell, if I can get a half-truth, I’ll make it into something the little pipsqueak can use.” Geela was talking blissfully through her breakfast, almost too fast for Darkos to catch. “Then he gives me the info on my old followers and we’ll be off to see if I can’t do a thing or two about this prophecy. Hopefully I’ll be able to sort that out then. I was reading over some books on Noire last night, stole them from the school. I’ve got some good ideas on how to take its children out.”

Aaaaand there went Darkos’s appetite.

“Jades,” he said, latching onto her first topic and trying desperately to push her off the second. “We have to go back. We should plug our ears so we don’t hear the noodles. Or smell them.”

Geela nodded. “I’ve got a tool for that.” She held out four spikes that looked about six inches long. “Just shove these up your nostrils and in your ears.”

Darkos held one of the long plugs and felt a phantom worm crawl out of his nose. “Uh, this might touch my brain.”

Geela’s eyes flicked from the plug to him and back to the plug. “That thing could go up your nose and touch the inside of your skull and never find a brain. But don’t put it in now, it’ll look suspicious. Plus you won’t be able to hear me. We won’t hold the interrogation in their house, but we will need to enter in order to extract them. All right.” She dusted off some imaginary blight from her black gown. “Let’s head out. Jane, you won’t be needed. Stay at home. And…” Her eyes fell on the hat. She sighed. “Just stay out of trouble for once.”

Jane’s lips parted, and her eyes fell on the hat too. “I didn’t buy that,” she whispered.

“Well, don’t do it again. Darkos, come.”

As they walked, Geela grilled him about how he felt.

“So. The trip.” She shot him a side-eye. “Jane says you behaved yourself for the most part. She said she took you to get more noodles and then took you to the market.”

Darkos swallowed. “I think so. It’s a little blurry. Maybe we went and visited some fancy neighborhood. Lots of big houses.”

“Did Jane take you there?” she asked. The two walked with a determined purpose through the streets, daring anyone to look more than twice. Geela was clearly in a rush.

“Uh, no. I kinda wandered there. I think I was following a smell?” His stomach churned at the memory of the weird metallic scent. “I don’t know. There were also clouds smiling at me so maybe that didn’t happen. Geela, it was so bad, I was so freaked out. People do that for fun?”

Geela shrugged. “People stab their hands for fun.”

“They do?”

“Um.” She scowled. “Maybe they don’t. There’s a song about stabbing your fingers my students used to sing, and sometimes they’d have stab marks on their hands, so I figured they did.”

Darkos nodded. “I can’t imagine.”

“Well, no, you just exhausted yourself or didn’t eat or—”

“I did that for my God!” His lip jutted. “That’s different!”

She laughed. “Barely different. Oh, speaking of your God, I’ve got some good news. You can read the books over yourself later but I’ve got the clipnotes.”

Darknos nodded. “Good. Clipnotes. We needed those.”

She rolled her eyes. “Honestly Darkos, I wouldn’t at all be surprised to hear that you actually ‘did the reading’ for every class. Anyway, Noire’s plan, more or less, would be some kind of utter demolition of mortal life ranging from mushrooms to newts.”

“Humans too?” Darkos asked.

“Yes, Drake, humans do exist on that range. Anyway, that’s not a good thing for either of us, though truth be told, this could be some ten-thousand-years-down-the-line plot.” She wrinkled her nose. “The text is unclear. However, it only has six spawn and takes some millenia to create new ones so that’s good. Apparently the last time it was evoked, it stole the soul of a supremely powerful warlock and used that to kickstart its baby making process.”

Darkos did some rapid math in his head. “So it was six thousand years between the warlock and you?”

She winced and pulled her stole up around her neck, shielding her both from the passersby and Darkos’s curious look. “It wasn’t, by any means, my smartest call. I was fourteen. You were worshipping the same Void Fiend I summoned at fourteen. We’re not so different.”

Darkos was hoping that the NEWDS would explain his grey complexion at her words. He didn’t want Geela looking for any more connections between the two than was necessary. However, this research of hers might prove useful, if he could spin it right. After all, he did have questions he needed answered.

“So,” he said, as casual as a clam, “what did you learn about the children of Noire?”

She looked at him sharply. “Why do you ask? Did you hear something? Did something happen while you were tripping?” Her eyes narrowed. “Jane—”

“No! God no. She’s like my age anyway.” He sighed. “No. I just was thinking. Like, how do the children turn evil? It’s their parents you think? Malevo mentioned a witch being his mother and we didn’t ask Sinistrina. Oh! We should ask Lune!”

Geela had spent his brief tangent trying to interrupt him but broke off at this last sentence. “That’s actually… That’s actually not a terrible idea.” The look she was fixing him with softened to a scheming smile. “Given she joined the church at such a young age, it may warrant pressing her a bit more, as she has yet to know our identities.”

Darkos nodded, forcing a big grin.

“All right, all right, don’t get ahead of yourself.” She continued to fix Darkos with the same extended stare but she’d ignored her footing for too long by now. Her next step landed her on a most unfortunate piece of discarded fruit and the slippery, squishy snack was more than enough to topple her. Darkos lunged to catch her, but between his funked up head and his floating hands, he ended up falling on top of her.

Darkos had brought Geela back from the dead, multiple times, and he had still never heard her shriek in fury so loudly. It was actually impressive that, between the curses and hollers and moans of ‘he’s killed me,’ she was able to keep his pseudonym straight. Never once did she say ‘Darkos you infernal human incarnation of a toadstool!’ or ‘I swear Darkos, I will reduce you to the cinders as I should have done your home months ago!’ No, she kept up an admirably covert string of ‘Drake, I swear on the graves of my entire family, I will make you regret this’ and ‘your mother will rue the day she first breathed your cursed name, Drake!’

Darkos, for his part, sat in a puddle of scuzzy water and watched as Geela pried herself to her feet, favoring her left side and nursing a crushed hand.

“Well, why aren’t you getting up, you inflamed strain of tree rot?” She was trembling and her eyes flashed in the way Darkos knew they did when she was startled and in pain. It was a look that struck Darkos’s stomach with a sense of sympathy, guilt, and fear. Sympathy because he knew Geela was hurting. Guilt because it was his fault. And fear because he knew that someday, the words aimed at him would have true hate behind them.

“Because I’m an inflamed strain of tree rot?” he offered. Neither paid too much attention to the crowds around them who’d stopped to watch the altercation.

She stared down at him, pity battling her anger. “Drake.”

“Gale.”

She sighed. “All right then. But if my feet start to hurt, you’re carrying me.”

He climbed to his feet and the two set off again. As they walked, Geela reached into her bag with her good hand and pulled out a bright orange ribbon. She began fumbling with her thick black hair, a miserable twist to her lips.

“Gale. Hey, do you need help—why do you…” Darkos winced, watching her trying to tangle her hair into pigtails that clashed aggressively with her guise. “I’m sorry but it’s so horrible.”

“My wrist or my ankle? Or my face, why don’t you criticize that while you’re at it.”

“No, no.” He shook his head, his brown hair flopping around his face. “Not you. That bow.” It was a bad time to say it but Geela had to know before she put it on her Gale disguise. “I’ve been meaning to say something for quite some time now. It’s… I’m sorry to say but it’s truly horrible.”

This time when Geela stared dumbfounded at Darkos, she stopped, not risking another spill. “My bow.”

“Look, I know I’ve got a lot to learn about fashion and putting on a show but I know when a color is bad.” He braced his shoulders, waiting for more verbal abuse.

Instead, Geela laughed. “You utter turnip.” With this, she started walking again, still fixing her hair.

“Hey! I’m not a turnip! Gee—Gale wait.” He jogged up next to her. “Hold up. Is it, like, magic or something?”

“Yes, Drake. Yes. It’s magic. It heals me.” She sighed, a laugh still in her voice. “Gods, I pulled these things out months ago when I learned your voidic nature and didn’t want you to risk healing me.” She paused, mouth poised to say more. Just when Darkos thought she’d abort the statement, she continued. “Actually, given what I’ve read about various Noire… stuff, you could probably get away with using those powers again. I don’t think it’d put your soul at risk.”

Darkos hadn’t given it much thought but actually, though she didn’t know it, Geela had a good point. Darkos wasn’t just a human mortal whose soul had slowly become food for Noire to munch. No, his powers—though they’d come from Noire the same way his soul had—for the most part derived from him. However it was still risky. Darkos hadn’t been corrupted like the rest of his siblings but he didn’t know why. It could have been a lack of using those powers.

He shook his head. “Uh uh. I need to learn more about them before I risk it.” His forehead wrinkled. “Sorry. I want to help but I don’t know if—”

“Saving some fashion sense isn’t quite worth your soul. But—” she snapped a finger “—I am going to make you put my hair up.” She stopped and motioned to her head. “It needs to be in pigtails.”

Darkos took two fistfuls of Geela’s hair between his fingers and inhaled deeply. He wasn’t going to cause her any more pain. However, he’d always been surprisingly decent at wrestling her hair, and soon the dark locks had been tied up into the twin ponytails Geela needed. As soon as he’d put the finishing tie on the bow, Geela sighed.

“Oh, I can already feel it taking effect. Excellent work. I barely felt any tugging whatsoever.” She fingered a curl with her rejuvenating hand. “I just hope I don’t look too foolish.”

“You look great.”

“Hmph!” She rolled her shoulders back, chin lifted. “I should hope so. Now, what were we on about before you tried to kill me?”

“Uh—”

“Right, children of Noire. I think it does have to do with the parent but I also think it has to do with Noire reaching out to the child through a variety of psychic links.” She listed them off on her fingers. “Dreams are a big one. Magical leanings, so even the most innocuous spell turns dangerous or dark. General urges that they can’t control. I think Noire does ultimately come out and speak to them but by then, they should already know it. Again, the parents are involved. I just haven’t gotten to that chapter.”

“Which book is it in?” Darkos asked.

“The One of The Shadows. Old tome, that’s its sloppily translated name. It read better in its ancient dialect but that version is long gone.”

Darkos wondered that they’d kept any of the books after Geela had summoned Noire. Though from the look of the Celestial City, especially the academy, they valued academia and innovation to a dangerous extent. It didn’t really surprise him.

“Can I take a peek when we get home?” he asked. “Maybe while you’re bathing or eating or plotting or something?”

She snorted. “If you want. It’ll bore you half to death, but I suppose I can lend it while plotting this evening.”

Darkos would have to hide it. Maybe tear out any incriminating pages that could hint at his involvement with Noire. He was pretty sure if Geela looked more into the relationships between void spawn and their birth parents, she’d find a way to incriminate his parents too. Darkos wasn’t sure how they fit into all of this. If they knew, it would mean they were evil and slowly feeding him Noire’s evil. But then why would they help him take out Mal? Maybe Mom knew but Dad didn’t? Any idea of them knowing made Darkos ill. Even if they were evil, Darkos didn’t want Geela going after them. He’d probably be okay with her burning him to a crisp or choking him on a sandwich as long as his family was safe.

If they didn’t know, all the better. Something had gone wrong, maybe the scent of Mal overpowered Darkos’s fledgling void-ness, and no one knew. Then it was even more important that his parents stayed safe. They would never know Geela was coming.

“It’ll probably be dry but I want to give it a stab.” He had to play his part well. She had to think it was just curiosity and not the preservation of his family that he was furthering.

“Very well. Ugh, what a headache this has turned out to be.” The two were now walking down a familiar row of tightly clustered buildings and alleyways. Any second they’d round a corner and find themselves in the little glade. “I swear,” Geela said. “I will crisp any chipmunk that comes within crisping distance. See if I won’t.”

Darkos believed it and made a mental note to shoo away anything that got too close.

“Ah, here we are. Lovely as always.” Geela’s voice lacked a note of enthusiasm as the two looked upon the house. “And would you look at that. There’s a light on inside. Someone’s home.”

“Are you sure that’s a fire or candle?” Darkos asked as they approached the cottage. “It’s too white. Maybe it’s noodles again.” His stomach flipped and clenched, like an acrobat fighting dysentery. “I don’t want to deal with that again.”

Geela waved her hand dismissively. “It’s not noodles. Those have a more rainbow glow. This is a yellow light. Like the sun. It’s just Celestial Light, which a lot of citizens use to brighten their houses, even if they don’t follow the pony Goddess.”

This tracked better. The light gleaming from the windows reminded him a lot more of the crystals at the church than the bottles of what he’d thought were worms.

“Now put your plugs in. Oh, don’t worry,” she said, catching Darkos’s look. “They adjust to your various orifice sizes.” She pulled out her own and shuddered briefly. “Remind me not to ever use that word again?”

“Sizes?” Darkos asked, as he shoved the spikes into his ears. “I don’t understand.” As he spoke, he fidgeted with the plugs until suddenly his entire ability to hear vanished. Geela had a look on her face but instead of saying anything—wise considering Darkos couldn’t hear—she just pointed at her nose and then his. The nose plugs were, in contrast, rather ordinary. He could breathe and everything, just not smell.

She knocked twice on the door before it swung open under her fist, bathing the two in light. Darkos didn’t follow right on her heels as he raised a hand to shield his face. How could anyone live in a place so bright?

Then, after a few seconds of surprisingly oppressive sensory deprivation, the light vanished. Darkos blinked away a few sunspots, but what he saw through them was enough to make his heart skip.

Geela stood just inside the room, a look of thunderous shock, surprise, and rage on her face as she stared down at what lay at her feet.

Darkos had barely seen much of the Jades during their time stowing away in the couple’s cart. He’d heard more of their voices than seen their faces but he’d still recognize them anywhere.

Such as lying on their floor, eyes wide open but burnt out, skin still glowing an unnatural gold, both of them very very dead.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Another Sad Little Puzzle Piece




“Geela. Geela, their eyes,” Darkos said as soon as the two stepped outside and removed their plugs.

“Yes, Darkos, I see.”

“Yeah, but they look burned out. Like. Really burnt.”

“Yes. I understand what you’re saying.”

“But do you think… could it be… light magic?” Darkos peered in the window, looking down at Thisslina’s corpse. “Their skin is glowing gold.”

“Yes, Darkos, I do. I do think it could be light magic.” An irritated aura radiated off of her.

“Not very subtle.” Darkos ran a hand through his hair, the jitters from doing some forensic science pushing away the Sudden NEWDS a bit. “I mean, assuming there’s some guard work that happens, or a detective comes in or something, someone is gonna draw the connection back to the church. Lune can’t want that.”

Geela was tapping her chin in a nefarious sorta way. “Or maybe she does. Remember, if she is, in fact, a child of Noire, casting a damning light on the church may simply be part of her plot. It keeps the nature of the murderer cosmic instead of void.”

“So… she didn’t do this herself?”

Geela shot him a look that looked particularly sinister with her dark eyes. “You think she’d trust a lackey to do something so… important?”

“Well…” Darkos didn’t want to say anything to highlight Geela’s own magical shortcomings, but he had to speak. “Well. You can’t do light magic. And I can’t either. Because Noire is the source of our powers.” He stopped, stomach twisting, and a sweat broke out on the back of his neck. “Um. So. If we can’t cause Noire—”

“Ohhh, yes. You’re right; this is a setup.” Geela’s voice leaped to a new, excited note. “Ooh, I do love a good plot. So Lune sent some of the priests involved in the drug trade to take out the Jades. No doubt, the priests thought they were protecting their church’s interests. This brings us back to the real question of: what is Lune’s master plan?”

“Maybe it’s just to topple the Church of Celeste?” Darkos shifted. “I mean, you said she was turn-off-the-sun-powerful, so maybe just imploding her main temple is enough.”

Darkos could see gears turning in Geela’s head. “Ahh, I like that. She’s not trying to shift the worship away from Celeste to herself or to Noire. That would be impossible. But by dissolving the temple here, she would release a metric ton of snap energy. The shattered faith of a million followers breaking away from their Deity, well the power swell would be massive.”

“Yeah. Yeah, and she wouldn’t even have to raise her head or reveal herself as evil.” Darkos’s heart picked up as he clicked more pieces together. “She could even evacuate and go to the next biggest Church of Celeste, find a way to topple that one!”

“Mmm, yes, very devious.” Geela nodded approvingly. “Those noodles have done something good to your brain. It’s useful for once. So Lune’s goal isn’t to coast within the temple and leech energy from it; it’s to destroy it. Which means…”

Darkos could see her lips droop as she came to the same conclusion he did.

“We have to protect it,” he said. He looked back inside at the glowing bodies. Thisslina’s face formed an outraged O, and her husband, whose name they hadn’t bothered to learn, had a very displeased pout. “Feels kinda bad they got caught up in this whole Noire storm.”

“Sparkle noodles can kill people, Darkos. They were dealing them.” She shrugged. “I’m satisfied with this end. Come on. We’re going back to the church before someone finds us here.”

Geela was probably just mad that the couple had called her a vagabond. Darkos felt a deep sense of conflict over their deaths. He should pity the couple, and when he pictured their homely faces, politely but firmly refusing to let himself and Geela travel with them, way back in the Arid Regions, he did. When he pictured sawing off Thisslina’s thumb, his body sagged at the sad fate that had befallen them. But when he pictured the breakdown-inducing experience of the noodles, he felt a bit more mixed up.

“Are noodles addictive?” he asked.

“You should be fine,” Geela said. “If you ease into them, they’re incredibly addictive, but if you’re just plunged in the deep end, the experience will be so traumatic, you’ll probably never want to touch them again.”

“We were always told drugs were really bad,” Darkos said. “I guess the cultists did teach something worthwhile.”

Geela snorted. “Not likely. Drugs can temporarily pollute your power and energies. Not good for a Void Fiend trying to siphon life forces. Besides, there are tons of drugs that are legal and perfectly harmless if you follow the rules. There are also just drugs that will ruin you, no matter what rules you follow. Like ice blades or sparkle noodles.”

So the couple had likely been complacent in murder. This made Darkos feel a bit better until he started doubting himself again. Was the void child in him trying to make him feel good about the deaths? Was Darkos thinking a little too much like Lune? Why did he hate the church so much? Was he being too evil?

His thoughts occupied him the rest of the way to the church as Geela laid out a plan of action regarding their next steps. Darkos just planned on following along. His brain was too messed up, and he was starting to feel sick.

“Oh! Ms. and Mr. Bronwyn!”

Darkos’s neck snapped up from where he was studying the patterns of mud on his shoes. He hadn’t realized that the two of them had been plowing through the church until they came to a stop in Sonatad’s study. The chubby boy jammed his glasses on, hands shaking.

“I did some research on the sparkle noodles,” he said. “They appear rather bad. People can get addicted to them and act not like themselves. I’ve started reaching out to a few noodle support groups in the area to see if they can help me track down addicts and create some programs to show them support while we try to cut off the source of the drugs.”

Darkos wanted to groan. Why was this kid so responsible?

“Mmm, lovely. So you did end up talking about the situation?” Geela’s eyes held the boy as he bobbed on his feet.

“I spoke to some of my most trusted sources.” He took a deep breath and took his glasses off, polishing them. “A few of the younger priests, since the effects of sparkle noodles would be really obvious on them. And a few people I know wouldn’t be on drugs themselves.”

“Such as?” Geela’s voice was hard, and Sonatad swallowed.

“Minister Raidash, parishioner Scooter, and Lune, who you already met.” He leaned against his desk, trying to fix them with a calm stare, but his hairline was damp. “Why?”

Geela turned to Darkos, an eyebrow raising as if to share a message with Darkos. He didn’t really need it because he’d, of course, expected to hear this.

“You told Lune?” he asked.

Sonatad sighed. “I know you don’t like her, and I agree I don’t trust all her calls, but the way she acts… She’s not on drugs. She’s always been like this. She’s weird but she’s just—”

“The Jades are dead.” Geela took a step forward, looming over the small boy. “The couple responsible for trafficking the noodles.”

He fixed her with bright greenish-blue eyes. “That’s wonderful!” he said, totally missing the point. “So the drugs are gone!”

“Oh, my poor boy.” Geela wooshed her robes away, the cape thwapping against the priest’s face. “It’s not that simple. It never is. The person who killed them wasn’t doing you any favors. The Jades simply brought the supplies, but the mastermind behind the operation, they were the one to kill the traders.”

Sonatad looked at Darkos as if hoping for some clarification and maybe a tad of sympathy. “Why would a drug lord kill their dealers?”

“Because the dealers had become a liability,” Darkos said, his voice a good degree softer than Geela’s. “Because we knew the Jades were dealing, and all we had to do was question them, maybe rough them up a bit, and we’d get all the information they knew. Including the identities of everyone involved.”

“Traffickers are a dime a dozen.” Geela’s lips pinched into a tight line. “Trust me. Most of them have cotton for brains. Your ‘drug lords’ within the church will find a new dealer in no time.”

“And you’re sure it was the church?” Sonatad asked, face weary.

Geela sniffed. “Yes. We stopped in on the Jades briefly and found their skin glowing a deathly gold. Their eyes were burned out. It was light magic.”

Sonatad sunk into his chair, a heavy look on his face. “I’ve caused a terrible chain of events. I must pray for more leadership cause I think I’ve made this situation worse. I haven’t heard from Celeste in so long. Could this all be my fault?”

Dammit, Darkos wanted to lord over this, but he couldn't. The anger and bitterness towards the church snapped upon hearing Sonatad’s last word warble just a bit.

“Hey, kid,” Darkos started.

“Father.”

“What?”

“I’m—It’s my title, I…” Sonatad waved him off. “Nevermind. Titles aren’t too formal here. You can just call me Sonatad.”

Darkos grinned. “Father. This situation isn’t as bleak as it looks. We have many leads, and we’re working with some members inside the academy. Can’t say who, just in case people are listening in, but we know some people directly involved in this.” He lowered his voice. “You keep working with your outreach group. Support your parishioners.” If Lune’s goal was to take out the church, it would be imperative to keep the spirit and health of the followers up during this whole thing. “We’re going to do the investigative work. You’ve got to be their pillar here. You have to keep the light shining.” It came a bit easy to him, emphasizing the role of a strong priest, but maybe the reason Alerion’s words had been so digestible wasn’t cause they were inherently evil. It was just repackaged truth.

“Meanwhile,” Geela said, “I want all the information I can get on blood cults.”

“Oh yes, I do have something there.” The priest’s voice was stronger now. “I know you said you had some issues with them, and I wanted to be of assistance since you’re helping me so much.” He jumped to his feet and began leafing through an immaculately sorted file cabinet. “Here you are, ma’am.” He handed Geela a folder of papers, which her eyes drunk hungrily.

“Wonderful, wonderful.” She immediately sounded distracted as she began to leaf through the papers. “You truly have a duck in every pot.”

Sonatad opened his mouth to question this, but upon seeing Darkos’s suppressed grin at another botched idiom from Geela, he closed it.

“All right,” Geela said, placing the folder under her arm. “Drake, we must head out. There’s lots to do, as you mentioned, interviewing the academy folks and such.” Again, she sounded distracted. Darkos knew that, until recently, helping the church had mostly been a ruse to get information about Lune and the blood cults. But now, knowing that Lune was involved in the drug trade herself, Darkos had expected Geela to be more interested.

“You want to leave now?” he asked.

“Yes, yes. Leave this little acorn to tend to his flock.” She waved a hand. “Come along. We’ll stay in touch, Sonatad.”

And then they were moving again. Darkos’s brain reeled. He desperately wanted to lock himself away in the bathroom and soak in the tub for an hour as he tried to sort all his thoughts. He just needed the time to figure out if he was, in fact, slated to turn evil and what he could do about it.

He dearly wanted to talk to Geela. He wanted her advice, wanted to ask if she could think of ways to keep him on the straight and narrow. He wanted her to show him how to use void magic in a way that wouldn’t hurt or corrupt but rather heal or help. He wanted her to roll her eyes the way she had when she’d first told him that, of course, she would help him retrieve his soul.

But he couldn’t. He couldn’t because Geela’s priorities were either saving him or defeating Noire, and making an assumption on which was more important to her would be a dangerous gamble. So he couldn’t confide, and as he glanced over at her, that gleam in her eyes as she tore down another thread with that maniacal passion, he felt so, so alone.

The weird thing was that holding the secret from Geela felt so much worse than the actual realization. Like Darkos actually almost felt better knowing his heritage. It explained a lot of things he’d wondered, such as how he’d survived Noire’s energy leeching so long, or how he’d managed to astrally project to save the people of Haymaker, or even why he couldn’t sense void magic. And knowing it prepared him better to handle it. All told, this would fill him with a sense of relief…

If it weren’t for Geela. He should be putting his head together with her to hunt down her past students, coming up with schemes, or complaining about the church. The moment of sleuthing they’d had at the Jades’ just served as a reminder that there’d always be some kind of barrier between the two now, and that, more than anything, made him ache.

The two pit-stopped at a small cafe for lunch, and Geela laid out her rambling plans in something more coherent. Darkos ordered a veritable mountain of comfort food, anything to boost his mood while his brain fought off his doubts, paranoia, and noodles.

“Gene’s left the city,” Geela said. “Joined the church of Celeste, actually. Little brat. I’m not surprised, though. He needed a leader, something to follow. But he apparently is the mole that’s feeding us all our info. Amy died a few years ago. She was in her sixties, so I guess people start to do that. Carlosi and Illisadra are still here, though.”

Darkos nodded, cramming his mouth with chicken noodle soup. “Okay, so we’re seeing them?”

“Carlosi is our target.” She sipped her tea, fingers resting elegantly on the china cup. “Gene’s letters from over the years indicate he didn’t think she’d fully repented from her ways.” Geela smirked. “She’ll be pleased to see me, I’m sure.”

“She still practices?” Darkos asked, washing down a mouthful of peanut and fruit sandwich with a glass of chocolate-infused milk.

Geela wrinkled her nose, her grip on the mug becoming more delicate in response to Darkos’s barbary. “Of course not. I just don’t think she rejected the old ways. I think she didn’t like how they turned out, but she was never the flog-herself-on-the-back type. If you gave her a critique, she’d internalize it and spit out improved behavior almost quicker than you’d see possible. But she could only do that because she refused to fully reject her old line of thinking. She improved, but she never changed.” She put the tea down and dabbed at her lips. “Still. I think she would know better than to practice the old ways.”

Darkos nodded, swallowing three cookies, each studded with melted chocolate pieces. “All right. Where’s she live?”

Geela rifled through the paperwork before stopping, reading, and then blinking rather aggressively. “Emerald District? She lives in the goddamned Emerald District? A reformed cultist?” She let out a low whistle. “Well, slap my mouth. I suppose she did have the social graces for it.”

“Emerald, that’s like, a snazzy place?” Darkos slurped contemplatively at a glass of apple juice.

“Snazzy.” Geela massaged her temples. “That’s a word for it. You’ll see when we get there.”

Darkos nodded and finished the last item on his plate, a large piece of chocolate cake. “All right, sounds good.”

Geela flagged down the bill, and the two engaged in their now-routine ritual of her undertipping, him overcompensating, her getting angry, and the two compromising on something close to reasonable. Darkos let out a healthy burp as he stood up from the table and bit back a laugh at her woebegone face. His stomach would very likely rebel against the food at some point, but for now, his brain flooded with good feelings from the homey comfort, and he was almost content, just tracking down another lead with Geela, like the old days.

They hit the road and traveled a bit longer, grabbing a trip on a hovercart. He’d seen them whistling overhead since they’d arrived, but the pair had never had to travel sufficiently out of the main districts to warrant riding one. Now, though, the pair stepped on, with Darkos holding Geela’s hand to keep her stable as the vessel shook slightly under her uneven footing. The cart itself looked like a long sled, the kind that he and his friends used to tote up mountainous peaks in the winter when the slopes were coated with ice.

This time, however, the sleigh rose a few moments after the last customers got on. To Geela’s displeasure, Darkos insisted they sit on an edge seat, so he could look over, and off they went.

Darkos really did love flying. If he could have his way, he’d just turn into a bird and leave the whole world behind. The wind rustling through his hair, combined with the knowledge that nothing supported them but air and magic, just made his stomach flip with childlike excitement. Birds didn’t have to worry about Noire. Except for crows, that is. They kinda did.

All too soon, however, the flight over the dazzling city came to an end as the hovercart settled down over a station amid a street of massive houses, all far apart on magnificent lawns.

It seemed familiar, like a dream or something. Darkos would have previously assumed such luxury could only exist in a vision. The houses sprawled and towered in refined and elegant ways. If they sprouted a turret or a gate or a massive window, the feature seemed to have been designed purely for that house alone. There was nothing tacky. It simply breathed class.

“Did you ever live here, Geela?” Darkos asked. “It seems very you.”

She smiled as the two made their way up the narrow lane. “No. I would very much have liked to, but I didn’t make enough on a teacher’s salary. By the time I could have afforded it, well, I was wanted dead or alive in most regions, so it just never materialized. I’m happy for Carlosi, though. She always loved her comforts.”

As they walked, Darkos inhaled deeply to take in the scent of the green grass. It smelled as though it had been just recently clipped, and if he could have just inhaled through his nose for a straight hour, he would have.

However, as the two turned towards a gleaming white manor, a sharp smell polluted the fresh greenery. He took another whiff before identifying it as metallic. But when he tried again, the air was clean.

The experience filled him with a sense of deja vu, but before he could say anything, they’d reached the large door at the front.

“Are we pretending to be Gale and Drake?” Darkos asked.

“Just follow my lead,” Geela said. “Don’t say anything unless I’ve prompted you. And especially don’t say a word about the prophecy.”

With this, she reached out and pulled the long tasseled cord hanging outside the house. Inside, a long bell toned, and, almost instantaneously, the doors swung open.








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A Former Friend, A Magical Mansion, and A Disturbing Discovery About Darkos




Geela led Darkos into a large, glitzy foyer. Two massive staircases swept up on either side, but neither led anywhere. At the top, the air grew fuzzy, as if reality had stopped forming entirely. Around them, marble hallways stretched into more of the same underdeveloped air. It was a rather well-implemented security technique, and Geela couldn’t help but wonder if Carlosi had set it up or if she’d gotten someone else to. Perhaps a partner or a hired security mage.

“Woah,” Darkos said, his voice echoing off the tile. “Geela, this place is incredible! It’s so… so… put together and sophisticated. Not like—”

Darkos was spared from finishing the sentence by a loud but not unpleasant swoosh, as one of the ornate oaken doors on the side of the main hall swung open.

A tall man strode into the room, one of those fine dressed butler types with long coattails and a nose so high in the air that Geela could see his immaculately trimmed nostril hairs, down to the color treatment to keep them as dark as the hair on his head.

“Madame,” the butler intoned. “May I please take a name so that I may report to the mistress of the house?”

Geela’s lips hinted at a mysterious smile. “Tell her Sanguina Jaila requests the presence of Sanguina Corla.” The nicknames hadn’t quite been Arthette and Rakius levels of stupid, but they were simple. They weren’t intended to throw off a vicious Void Fiend’s children. Just had to be enough to throw off the average eavesdropper.

The man nodded, no hint of surprise crossing his face, and he turned to leave. As soon as he disappeared, however, Geela heard a gasp.

She looked up at the top of the left staircase, which now led to a hallway. At the precipice of the stairs stood a tall woman. Her silver hair swept around her in magnificent wings and her face, though lined, was regal, even with those dark eyes wide in shock.

“I—”

“Carlosi,” Geela said. “Are we alone? Is this private?”

The woman nodded mutely.

Geela waved a hand. The illusions fell from her visage like water, revealing her golden-haired beauty. This was a risk, but it could easily be handwaved away as a trick if the woman tried anything.

“Prieste—I—Professor. What are you—” Carlosi stopped attempting words and instead hurried down the stairs, her tawny robes fanning out behind her as she took the steps with a grace and speed Geela hadn’t expected from a woman her age. When she reached Geela, she nodded her head respectfully. Carlosi had been one of the very few followers that Geela did not insist dip her head below Geela’s, and she hadn’t forgotten. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

Her words were tight, and her posture frigid.

“I’ve been in town for a few days,” Geela said. “I’m not here to ask you to help me bring back Berta. I simply wanted to stop by and ask a few questions.”

Carlosi nodded a few times before her face softened into a smile. “Welcome to my home, then, Priestess!”

This welcome was warmer than Geela had expected from Lune’s and Gene’s words about all of the followers turning so dramatically. It could be a ruse, but another feeling tugged in her stomach. Gene had left, joined another religion, yet when hearing someone was seeking out information on the cult, he’d given enough information to lead someone to Carlosi. Was this intentional? Had the surviving members of Geela’s inner circle remained working together?

Could they be happy to see her?

Geela couldn’t let the warm feeling override her caution, though. “Carlosi. It’s good to see you again.”

“You haven’t aged a day.” The woman took Geela’s hand, making a symbol in Geela’s palm with her finger: a V with the right-most end curling down in a flourish. The sigil of the Blood Witch Berta.

“You’ve aged well,” Geela said, clasping Carlosi’s hand tight in her grasp. “It’s good to see some of you are still alive.”

“Amy never truly rejected you in her heart.” Carlosi’s dusky eyes burned with fervor. “On her deathbed, she confessed to Illisadra. Illy, Gene, we never—”

Geela held up a hand. “Maybe we can move this to a room where we won’t be interrupted?”

Carlosi looked at Darkos, her thin lips parting in confusion. “Are we… you mean him? Is that Barney?”

Geela choked at her words rather inelegantly. Yes, technically, that did make sense. Carlosi knew they were engaged at the time she left the school. She had no reason to think they’d gotten a very messy divorce.

“Ah, no. This is Darkos. He’s currently my most loyal companion.” Geela nodded at him. He was busy looking up at the willowy woman who was tall enough to stare over his head. “You can trust him.”

Carlosi nodded, eyes traveling over Darkos approvingly. “Good, good. Then, we are in as private a place as we can be. The entire house is a series of connected rooms.”

Geela nodded slowly, one eyebrow rising. “Yes, that tends to be how houses work.”

Finally, Carlosi’s face broke into a broad smile. “Yes, yes it is! But these rooms are not physically connected. Not even to the door. I got my apprenticeship—”

“I remember. Illusion and plane shifting. This is impeccable.” Geela eyed all the halls and stairs, disappearing into fogginess. “Do you live alone?”

Carlosi’s cheeks reddened in something pleased and a little smug, but she only lifted one narrow shoulder. “I have some men and women. Many around, but they can’t find me when I don’t want to be found.”

Some men and women. Carlosi had not changed from when she was in her twenties, and this little similarity reassured Geela a bit.

“Do you still follow the way of blood?” Geela asked. “Not magically but in spirit?”

Carlosi’s chin lifted. “No. None of us have stuck with our damned practices. We swore an oath to abandon them after successfully pleaing our innocence.”

“Yes, I heard about that.” Geela began to step through the entry hall, taking in Carlosi’s magic. Her lips twisted to a smirk, and her voice dropped to a somber tone. “I do apologize for corrupting you all so nastily. It was wrong of me to abuse my position like that.”

“Simply terrible,” Carlosi agreed, matching Geela’s serious tone. She watched her old High Priestess eagerly, transported back to a moment of desperately longing for approval. “Ruined our lives.”

This made Geela’s stomach tighten a tad. She had ruined some of their lives, regardless of the joke between them. So she changed the subject. “This is well done.”

“My gratitude for your kind words. Would you like to see more as we speak?” Carlosi waved a hand at a hallway, which now opened down into a marble room with a dazzling view.

Geela nodded and ushered to Darkos. “Come now.”

As they walked, Carlosi glanced back at Darkos and dropped her voice. “So. Dropped Barney for him? I’m not judging. If I had to pick—”

Geela glanced back at Darkos, who was eyeing the room with a doe-eyed look of amazement. “He is rather appreciative of my prowess.” She smirked. “But no, I don’t just keep him around for the validation.”

“The validation?” Carlosi looked back at him, now openly staring. “I never understood how you could care so little of the physical appearance of your bedmates.”

“Most people call those husbands or wives. Boyfriends or girlfriends if they’re young. Lovers or partners or spouses if they’re—hey!” She stopped dead in her tracks, finally picking up on Carlosi’s meaning. “I am not sleeping with him.”

Carlosi held up her hands. “All right, all right. I just don’t get it. No, let me guess. He’s got a vow of celibacy.”

“Darkos, dear,” Geela picked up her voice as Darkos grew dangerously close. “Carlosi will let you out on the balcony if you want.” The balcony, the one with the view, opened up over a vista that couldn’t be found anywhere in the Emerald District.

He looked at the tumbling golden dunes and towering green mountains in the distance. “Can I?”

Geela shot Carlosi a look. The one that said, ‘now that I’ve said this, you have to make it so.’

“Yes, of course. And worry not, you’ll be able to come back in. Just don’t leap off the balcony.” Carlosi let out a stream of words under her breath, and the massive glass doors sprung open. Darkos scrambled out like a child who was finally allowed to join his friends at the beach.

As he left, Carlosi motioned Geela to another room. “When he wants back in—when you want him back in, I’ll summon a door to the balcony. I want to show you my library. And I want to know… vow?”

“I don’t… know, actually.” Geela wracked her brains, trying to remember if the church of Alerion had been anti-fornication. “I never asked.”

“Hmm. So probably not.” The two women swept into the library, Geela’s black robes and Carlosi’s brown ones painting them the picture of class and elegance. They looked right at home in such a decorated room, filled with oak and golden shelves. In the center stood an enormous model of the solar system they lived in. “Then how have you turned his advances down?”

Geela frowned even deeper at this. Had Darkos made advances? Geela was no stranger to how alluring she was, so she usually had a good finger on the pulse of the desires of others. “I’m pretty sure he hasn’t advanced. Have you noticed something?”

Carlosi peered at Geela through a large circular lens by the planetarium. “Priestess,” she said. “I fail to understand how you have not simply gone mad, traveling in his presence so long with nothing happening. And I cannot wrap my head around the possibility that neither of you desires the other.”

Geela busied her hands with a book, mind racing. She was reminded of the two brainless wenches from Knuckle Sandwich who had lusted after Darkos so aggressively, and she considered the appreciative way Carlosi had noted the cut of Darkos’s jaw and the thick black hair that fell just past it.

Could Darkos be… attractive? Not simply aesthetically passable, which Geela had certainly noticed, but genuinely appealing? Had Geela missed that? Did Darkos know?

It was a shocking enough possibility that Geela briefly forgot why she was there. Then she shook her head sharply. “My dear, I would love to have a moment to catch up at a future time, but for now, I must focus my attention.”

Carlosi’s suggestive eyebrow sank to just over her eye, and she nodded. “Of course, this isn’t simply a pleasure visit.”

“I fear not.” Geela swallowed, steeling herself before taking the plunge. “The Eight want to bring Berta back.”

Carlosi’s face went blank at this. “The Eight? I don’t understand. Not from the prophecy…”

“Did you not know… Vera and—” Geela coughed to clear her throat, “—Renby, apparently—”

“They did not.” Carlosi planted her hands on her hips. “Those… ooh, I was going to—Gene and I had this whole plan!” She then crossed her arms. “Maybe when we were older, later twenties, and could actually raise children. Renby was eighteen when he—at the end. They must have been—Priestess! He was a child! How could you have ordered him to—”

Geela held out her hands. “I had no idea they did that! Little brats went under my nose.”

Carlosi strode to a lounge chair and dramatically sank into it. “Brats indeed. And it must have been intentional because Renby wasn’t exactly lusting after Vera. Definitely no accident. Ugh.” She pressed a veined hand to her temple. “They just had to do everything, didn’t they?”

Geela could hear the same doting-but-fed-up tone that Geela herself often used when talking about Vera and Renby. It was nice to hear Carlosi had grown from the burning envy she used to feel towards the two. Geela remembered well how her inner circle had fought for her approval. Renby and Vera had sacrificed some of their popularity to cling so closely to Geela. But while there was always a bit of friction, the inner circle had never truly been antagonistic towards each other.

“Yes, yes,” Geela sighed. “They had twins, apparently, shortly before I dissolved the cult. The twins were left with Vera’s parents and had two sets of twins each.”

“The prophecy.” Carlosi’s face went white as the implications sunk in. “They’ll think I did it. The directors. Me and Illy. They’ll think—Priestess, I cannot help you. I can’t, I—”

Geela shook her head sharply. “I don’t want Berta back any more than you. We were on good terms, but I’d rather her not destroy the directors. This city does too much good by keeping the magical development in the world progressing.” She sighed and sank in the armchair next to Carlosi. “I need someone to find them and figure out their plan. I’m busy trying to track down a void spawn—”

“In the Celestial City? Isn’t that a little dangerous?” Carlosi sounded skeptical but also strangely relieved as if a Void Fiend was so much better than whatever she was worried about. Perhaps she just didn’t believe Geela. Void and celestial were diametrically opposed, after all. If she’d learned there were two void spawns…

“A good hiding place. In fact, she lives in the church of Celeste.”

At this, Carlosi openly scoffed. “No. The pony Goddess would see right through it.”

“This isn’t just a void spawn. This is…” Geela dropped her voice. “Noirela’s.”

The whisper sent a shudder of pitch and tar through the air in the room, and Carlosi’s lips parted. “You brought the spawn through?”

Geela rubbed a fist against her forehead. “Noire did. It used my power to incarnate the eldest. That one raised enough power by starting a false religion and sacrificing young people. He brought the rest through, slowly but surely.”

“How do you know one is here?” Carlosi asked.

“I’ve already encountered three. One being the eldest. While tracking him down, I learned another, the youngest, had been sent to him by an accomplice in the Celestial City.” The story was watered down, but Carlosi didn’t need to know everything. “At first, I thought the accomplice was a professor from the Academy, the head of Realm Studies, who had interacted with the birth parents of the boy. But she told me she’d sent the family to a village in the woods. He ended up in the mountains, which means a different party had been responsible. And there was only one other person in the city who knew he existed: the priestess who first told them to leave.”

Carlosi sighed, her body sagging and reminding Geela that the woman was, in fact, in her seventies. “Priestess. I’m retired, both from my work and from occult things. I can’t help you fight a Void Fiend and the Eight.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to.” Geela would have loved to but knew the woman had a reputation to protect, a lifestyle to protect. Her life to protect, really, since the Silver Guard would be called in at one breath of a rumor that Carlosi was up to old tricks. “I simply wanted to ask if you knew anything about Renby.”

As she finished her request, there was a knock on one of the bookshelves, as if someone inside was trying to get out.

Geela stared. “Carlosi, do you store your paramours in bookcases?”

Carlosi pinched her lips together, fighting a smile, and rose from her seat. “Are we comfortable with letting your… companion back in?”

Geela nodded. “Don’t speak of the youngest void spawn to him,” she said.

The woman nodded and waved a hand, opening the bookcase.

“I don't know if you saw the sandworm,” Darkos was saying as he walked in. “It was massive. I thought it’d come for me for sure but had to—wait a sec. This is a library.”

Geela waved at a chair. “Well spotted.”

“We were in a… ah, never mind. I wanted to show you the sandworm.” He looked crestfallen.

“Perhaps another time. We do have business to discuss?”

“Oh, right! About blood magic and such.”

Carlosi looked uncomfortable at the reminder. “I don’t know if I can help.” She rolled her shoulders, which creaked and made Geela revel in her eternal youth. “I haven’t done blood magic in years. I’m out of practice. I have no ties to the way of the sanguine. I’ve spent the last forty years working as the head architect of portals throughout the city. I’m a planes mage and an illusionist. I can’t help you.”

“Hold up!” Darkos pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just planes magic. And illusions.

Both women turned on him. “Yes,” Carlosi said.

“Planes is like… okay, no, illusions, that’s like that headache you get from trying to see hidden ostriches in those dumb impossible mirage pictures that always get handed out at children’s birthday parties, right?” Darkos’s face flushed with more color than Geela had seen in days, but she knew what he meant, and she inwardly swelled, validated that she wasn’t, in fact, the only person who couldn’t ever find the hidden images.

“Go on?”

“Okay, planes, that one is trickier. I know illusions cause I’ve been around you enough.” He screwed up his face, inhaling deeply through his nose as if trying to smell the magic. “But it’s that weird, bobbing vertigo.”

“Priestess, what is he talking about?” asked Carlosi, but Geela held up a hand.

“More or less.”

“So the copper…”

Geela frowned. The copper. Now Geela had been keeping her blood magic on a mild simmer this whole time, in case she needed to draw on it. But that shouldn’t be enough for Darkos to detect. It would, however, be enough that Geela wouldn’t sense other blood magic. She dropped the energy well to nothing and, for a moment, picked up a hint of iron in the aura around her.

“My dear Carlosi.”

“P-priestess, I can explain.” The warm brown of her face blanched. “It’s simply… not acute magic. It’s residual.”

“I know you too well. I know when you’re lying.” Geela looked around the library, irritated. As if Geela, who had bestowed that blood magic unto Carlosi, could not detect it like salt in her tea.

“Priestess. If any were to know, it would ruin us both.” Her voice fell almost to a plea.

“Ruin us both? You’ve done wonderfully protecting yourself, as have I. Besides.” Geela rose from her chair, lifting her gaze. “I have not betrayed you in over forty years.”

“Not us. Not you and I.” Carlosi’s voice dropped lower. “Priestess, I cannot.”

“At this point, you do not have a choice.” It was an ugly ultimatum, but there was too much at stake to keep Carlosi and her other partner—probably Illisadra or Gene—safe while risking herself and Darkos. “Tell us what you’re hiding.”

Carlosi let out a heavy breath, her eyes showing their age for the first time. “All right. I beg you will understand what I’ve done and why I’ve hidden this from you. I swear I have done nothing to compromise you. Just to protect us.”

“Well…” Geela gestured at the woman to speak.

“It’ll be better if I show you.” She turned to a nearby aisle of the library, which now led into a new hallway. “Follow me.”








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Aftermath of Geela's Escape




Geela kept a sharp eye on Darkos as Carlosi brought them from room to room. He had, after all, gone all ashy and almost thrown up when they’d ported realms in the church, making Geela fear for her shoes. However, Carlosi’s warping throughout her house was so smooth, Geela was pretty sure Darkos might not have realized that they weren’t walking through anything resembling a spatially sensical building.

He blissfully walked past a window facing a forest, a window facing a street, a window facing an ocean, a window facing a snow-capped mountain. Even Geela grew a little disoriented. Carlosi was so good that Geela almost ached for her role as a teacher back. She had taught the woman for two years before inviting her to the cult, where she continued to tutor the young disciple several more years. Geela’s eye for talent had been impeccable, and she wondered now how many God-tier magic workers she could have amassed underneath her had she stuck around another decade or two.

She was still reminiscing on why she’d really left in the first place when Carlosi threw open a set of double doors leading into a glistening white room, all marble and running fountains and green ivy twining down pillars. Gentle sunlight poured through the large windows, in which cooing doves perched. It was such a calming room that Geela closed her eyes, inhaling the scent of freshly trimmed grass and the crisp outdoors, basking in the warmth.

“Geela?”

Her nose wrinkled. “One moment, Darkos. I’m basking.”

“Oh. Ah, I see.” Beside her, she heard him inhale. “It is a nice room.”

“Isn’t it?”

“I was just wondering who the kid is.”

Geela’s eyebrows pinched, and she reluctantly cracked her eyelids. “The kid?” She turned to find Carlosi standing over a large circular bed that Geela hadn’t noticed at first. Carlosi had a strange somber but gentle look on her face as she looked down at the inhabitant of the bed, and Geela audibly groaned.

“Now, how in the eighteen realms did you end up with him?” Geela pulled her eyes away from her old students as her heart jumped uncomfortably. “Wasn’t Gene planning on sending him to his family?” She massaged her temples. Somehow Vera being trapped in bloodrock for almost fifty years was less weird than Renby just lying, pale as death but peaceful as sleep, in Carlosi’s house. “Ugh, I bet his parents are dead by now anyway, aren’t they?”

Carlosi sniffed. “Yes, but not. Or, no, but—That’s not why he’s here. I mean, yes, his parents are dead. They were already getting along in years when the whole Berta nonsense went down, but they also weren’t excited about bringing him home.”

Geela couldn’t really blame them. “Must’ve been an awkward conversation.” She could just picture Gene, all broad and built, holding a very bloody Renby out to his parents. ‘Uh, we just found him like this. Take good care of him, or he’ll die. Okay, so, technically, he is dead, just not permanently. Except the only thing to bring him back would be releasing a Blood Witch, so he’ll be like this forever. Sorry about that.’ Geela shuddered. “Glad I skipped town.”

“It wasn’t awkward so much. I mean, the whole thing was awkward.” Carlosi rubbed the back of her hand before turning from Renby’s bedside. “We were all in our twenties, trying to explain why the Silver Guard shouldn’t kill us and trying as hard as we could to pin the whole thing on you. God, we were young.”

“Hmph.” Geela wasn’t terribly sympathetic. “You did choose to follow me. And I was sixteen when the Silver Guard first paid me a visit.”

“And didn’t we all wish we could just follow in your steps and eviscerate them?” Carlosi’s voice held a wistful note. “It was very different, though. No one ever found Vera, she was just written off as a casualty, but Renby needs tending. He needs care. If left to the elements, his body will decay and then nothing could save him, even if we freed his spirit from Berta. That’s why I keep him here.”

“I don't get it,” Darkos said. He had, quite a bit ago, moved to Renby’s side, where he’d stood very still for some time. “Did you kidnap him from his parents?” He looked disquieted, and Geela—a little too late—pieced together how messed up this must seem. Sure, Geela had told him the story, but Darkos always had a habit of getting all somber when face-to-face with bad things. She couldn’t exactly tell him that the young man lying on the bed, delicate features as innocent and pure as could be, had plagued an entire neighborhood with a hemoplague so horrifying that a coalition came before Geela, begging for release.

“In a sense.” Carlosi’s voice turned dark. “They didn’t really want anything to do with him after they learned what had happened. Seemed to think it served him right. I mean, you know the Talladaru. He was supposed to be the newest hotshot that propelled them to glory.” She waved a thin hand as if imitating the Talladaru family’s lofty expectations. “Instead, he joined a cult and sicced a Blood Witch on the city. They wanted his remains destroyed, never to think about again.”

“Hmm. So why were you the one to—”

“Wait, wait,” Darkos interrupted. “Did they know he wasn’t really dead?” He caught the women’s exchanged look, and he grew even more agitated. “They were going to kill him just because he joined a blood cult? His own parents?”

“Priestess, I don’t… understand.” Carlosi lowered her voice in the way you did when you wanted someone to know you were talking smack about them. “Is he supposed to be the quietly observant type or the painfully obvious type?”

Geela sighed. “I’m still figuring that out. And yes, Darkos, his own parents. Not everyone can handle learning that their family was secretly part of a cult worshiping a malevolent Patron dedicated to evil.” She took a breath, composing herself. “And not everyone can handle learning someone they’ve… grown close to is actually a force of mass destruction.”

Darkos’s frown deepened, but Carlosi laughed.

“This happens often to the two of you?”

“You have no idea.” Darkos crouched down by Renby’s bed. “He just looks so… helpless, and… you’re sure he actually was evil?”

“Darling, not to be nasty, but you fell for my act.” She tossed a fluffy gold lock over her shoulder. “Innocent is easy when you look like an angel.”

“And he does look like an angel.” That doting note was back in Carlosi’s voice. She leveled Geela with an even stare. “This is why I can’t go back. Can’t help you, even with his… offspring. If I get caught… I’m looking after both of us. I haven’t told any of my lovers about him; there’s no one to check in on him, no one to keep him sterile and healthy and safe.” Carlosi waved a hand to the windows and the sun shifted, moving through the sky. The room changed from a cheerful dawn to a dazzling sunset. “Don’t look at me so pitying,” she said, addressing a look Geela had only considered giving her. “I have lived and lived well these past decades. I don’t center my life around him, nor do I consider him penance. But having a responsibility does keep me grounded. Focused.”

“What’s that symbol on his neck?” Darkos asked, more or less ignoring the emotionally fraught energy emanating from Carlosi. “It’s like a V but—”

“Darkos? He was the victim of a blood sacrifice, okay? It’s exactly what you think it is.”

Darkos, missing her meaning, peered closer at the slash on Renby’s throat forming Berta’s sigil. It took him another second or two before his face rearranged to a look of horror and he sprang back, perhaps afraid that fifty-year-old lacerations were contagious.

“You mean—you—that’s—” Darkos stammered. “You did that?”

Geela had a headache. Far too much had happened in the past few days, and while she could handle Blood Witches and Void Fiends and two damned void spawns and a massive drug operation, she drew the line at her own personal history. That just wasn’t fair. She’d done all this forever ago. The universe had no right to throw old regrets in her face while she was busy trying to save Darkos from another one of her stupid blunders.

“Yes, I did. And I’d do it again if it meant saving the city. It was kinda a hectic thing.” Geela looked at Carlosi for some backup.

“Very hectic. And he did volunteer.”

“Still annoyed that none of you did.”

“Thanks, Priestess.”

Darkos let out a long sigh from where he sat amid the wreckage of a, thankfully long cold, incense burner. Geela expected him to say something. His mouth had opened in the way that often accompanied a simple, understated, and either incredibly insightful or incredibly useless statement or question. But instead, it closed, and his body slumped.

He was taking this irritatingly hard, and that gave Geela one more thing to worry about. His mood had been on the fritz since the noodles episode, and she was concerned. A sad Darkos wasn’t a good Darkos, but she wasn’t sure the best way to cheer him up.

This certainly wasn’t it.

Still, Geela needed to make a pitch to Carlosi. “Look, I know you’re very concerned with keeping him… not dead, I suppose, for want of better words. And really, if you want to keep him here, that’s your business. However, I do warn you, the Eight are looking for him.”

Carlosi smiled in a way so familiar that Geela was smashed back to informing the girl—way back when she was just a student of Geela’s—that she’d made an enemy of the librarian for keeping books out too long and should keep an eye out for the bitter man’s revenge. Carlosi looked about as afraid of the Eight as she had of Mr. Snop, and, to her credit, the lack of fear was probably well deserved. The Eight were likely formidable blood mages, but Carlosi was a plane shifter of unrivaled skill. Attempting to get into and take anything from her house would be impossible.

“What do they want, exactly?” Carlosi asked. “To break in and kidnap him? I barely remember the prophecy. Sacrifice him to Berta again? What’s Bertie want exactly?”

Geela’s lips parted to correct her, but she froze. No, the Eight wanted to resurrect Renby and Vera so that their powerful magic and sustained link to Berta could bring the witch back. Instead of speaking, Geela eyed the other two in the room sneakily.

Darkos’s expression was that of a ten-year-old boy who’d just learned his faithful dog had rabies and would have to be taken out round the back of the house. Carlosi’s expression was that of a six-year-old girl who was brought to look at her neighbor’s kittens.

With one suggestion, Geela could both save Darkos’s dog and promise Carlosi a kitten. It was the obvious solution, so much so that Geela was honestly surprised Darkos hadn’t mentioned it. She could make everyone happy, and all it would cost was bringing a terrifying Otherrealm Witch with prophetic powers back to the Mortal Realm so she could eat the Celestial Directors and implode the whole city.

It was, once again, not fair that Geela couldn’t just do the thing she wanted. But with Lune about ready to disrupt the entire church of Celeste, Geela just couldn’t risk it.

Geela settled on only answering the last of Carlosi’s questions. “Berta wants to consume the great powers of the Celestial City.”

“Eurgh.” The woman’s nose wrinkled. “I’d almost say she could have them.” But then her eyes fell on Renby. “I can keep him safe from the Eight, though. No one’s found him thus far.”

“Just keep a lid on the blood magic,” Geela said. “The Eight will reek of the stuff, but if Darkos could smell it off this place, someone else might.”

Carlosi grimaced. “It’s not me. It’s Renby. His soul is still in her grasp, and she’s trapped in the bloodrock around Vera. The magic flows through him and pours out in here.”

“Just keep a lid on it. I trust you can do that.” Geela was weary of the conversation, and her tone didn’t invite much chatter from Carlosi. The younger woman recognized the pensive look on her mentor’s face and the sharp tone to her voice and knew that their meeting had finished.

With a nod, she gestured the two to a door, and they began weaving out of the house.

Geela, for her part, wanted nothing more now than to blast Lune into a fiery pit and just close this whole irritating chapter. Once she was done with Lune, she’d be done with the city, and without her, the Eight would be unable to complete their prophecy.

On the one hand, Carlosi had held out this long. On the other, with Geela in town, the Eight might double down their efforts. Geela had to root out the rot within the church of Celeste before the Eight traced her steps enough to get Renby’s body and force the next stage of the prophecy.

It was now a race against the clock, and Geela was no closer to taking out Lune than she had been when she first showed up.




* * * * *




“We need to switch tactics,” Geela said as the two finally made it back to their room. The walk home had been tense and taciturn. It was hard to tell who had been more rattled by the discussion in Renby’s room, Geela or Darkos. Darkos somehow looked worse than he had that morning, but Geela was so tired of having her past thrown at her that she felt like throwing something, a tea kettle, a lantern, Jane, out a window. Perhaps this was the scales of the cosmos righting themselves, but Geela didn’t feel like she was being punished for summoning Berta or giving power to Noire.

No, she felt like she was being punished for caring. Caring for Vera, for Renby, for Darkos.

But, while bemoaning the unfairness of the universe was a shared pastime of evil monarchs and peasants alike, it wasn’t going to get her and Darkos out of the city any faster.

“I’m going to the academy tomorrow,” Geela said as Darkos took off his boots, massaging out his sore feet. “You’re not coming.”

His jaw hardened, but he didn’t fight her. Instead, he just rose to the door and summoned Jane.

“Get us some food. Dinner. I don’t really care what.” He sounded very grumpy, and Geela wanted to groan and shout at him that if he thought this was hard on him, he needed to get out of his own head for once and consider how much harder it was for her. But Geela couldn’t say that without explaining that the reason they needed to keep a low profile and get out as fast as possible was because if suspicion fell on the two of them, if Lune were tipped off of his identity, it was beyond game over.

Jane nodded and scrambled to the door leading out to the hall. Geela blinked and looked at the small side door that Darkos had opened to call Jane.

“We have… a second room?” Geela asked.

“Hmm?” He turned, his dark eyes still grouchy. “Oh.” He looked back at the room Jane had been waiting in, and Geela realized it was a closet.

“You… keep her in a—”

“She likes it in there!” Darkos threw his hands in the air. “Says she likes the dark and likes to be out of the way.” His lips twitched, though. “Is that too mean?”

He was growing so much, handling his very first minion, and Geela wanted to be a better mentor, but her stomach was so in knots over the last people she’d mentored that it just didn’t seem right to take him in under her wing. Besides, he might worry that she’d discard him the same way she’d apparently discarded Renby and Vera.

Darkos didn’t realize that they were only in this city because it was where he was conceived, where this whole mess had started. If his parents had just listened to Eve instead of going back to Lune to run Eve’s suggestion by her, they’d have had a happy life in Silverglade. There would be no need for anyone to get involved with any of this.

Though really… This had been a blessing in disguise of sorts. Geela and Darkos never would have met. He wouldn’t have spent two years of his ‘pilgrimage’ helping her back home. She wouldn’t have spent half a year saving stupid villagers from Void Fiends. Many innocents who were alive now would be dead, and meanwhile, Geela’s oldest enemy would be building mass amounts of power while she was busy pining over her ex.

Really, this had been a winning situation.

And Geela wasn’t ready to let herself lose the win here. No, she was running short on time and had to make a move. There were about a half dozen people in this city that were on her side. Darkos, a pint-sized priest, an old disciple, a half-wit drug dealer, a batty Head of Department, and her frazzled, far-too-proud clerk.

Of those six, she had a vested interest in keeping most of them in the dark about at least part of the scheme. Darkos, Sonatad, and Carlosi were too emotionally invested. Jane was far too stupid.

Eve and Fairy weren’t brilliant, but they were capable enough, and she needed informed allies if she was going to make an actual move against Lune.

It was time to start coming clean.








CHAPTER NINETEEN

A Most Underwhelming Reveal




Fairy shrieked as Geela burst into the antechamber of Eve’s office. Geela didn’t blame her. She had, after all, slammed open the door with a mighty bang. The startling entrance was by design. She needed them on the back foot.

“Oh, Miss Bronwyn. To what do we owe this pleasure!” The clerk’s voice was a bit high, and she clutched at her chest just a tad.

“Don’t call me Miss,” Geela said. She crossed her arms and stared down her formidable nose at Fairy. I have a confession and a proposition. I need your boss.”

“Professor Elle? She’s actually here. She’s grading papers, but maybe she can be swayed…” She blanched at Geela’s massive eyebrows, which were now threatening Fairy with bodily harm. “Ah. PROFESSOR!”

A shriek, amusingly similar to Fairy’s, sounded from the office. After a momentary scuffle, the door opened, revealing a thunderstruck Professor Elle.

“Well now, Fairy! What’s this all about? I was grading papers!” Eve glared from behind spectacles. “I don’t recall setting up an appointment with…” She sighed, noticing Geela. “This is about the noodles?”

“In a sense. In another sense, it’s far, far deeper than that.” This conversation would have to be delicate. If Geela played her hand with too much vigor, the two women would be naturally cowed at her awe-inspiring and terrifying presence. “I recommend you both sit.”

They both did, plonking down in chairs in near sync. “It’s about the noodles, I think,” Fairy whispered to Eve.

“It’s about,” Geela inhaled for maximum drama, “Void Fiends.”

The silence in the room was about as heavy as that at a child’s birthday party, in that it legitimately didn’t exist. The two women immediately turned to each other and began rapid-fire whispering, mostly ‘no, no, it couldn’t be’ or ‘what nonsense. Nonsense, I say!’

“I hate to interrupt your very productive… conversation, but as I mentioned, this is of utmost urgency.” Geela tapped her black tipped fingers together. “This Void Fiend is known to me, for I have history with it.”

“I’ve only ever heard of one,” Eve said, tutting and shaking her head. “I think I spoke of it when I sent that poor couple to Silverglade nearly thirty years ago. But I have no reason to think it’s returned. None at all.”

Geela massaged her temple. “I understand this may be difficult for you to internalize. However, I have reason to believe that this ‘poor couple’ never made it to Silverglade.”

“How!” The frown lines between Fairy’s eyebrows deepened and she twisted a lock of greying brown hair around a finger. “How could you know?”

“I encountered them. And their void spawn son.”

Now, finally, Geela got that reverent hush she’d wanted. The two women’s jaws slowly dropped further and further open, and Geela’s eyes darted from gaping mouth to gaping mouth, wondering whose would get bigger.

Fairy won the slack-jaw award because Eve’s jaw seemed to lock at about three inches. Old people jaws, and teeth, in particular, were one reason Geela had stopped aging. Not a very important reason, but it was a reason.

“How did you know it was them?” asked Eve. “How could you possibly be sure?”

This was a stupid question, and Geela treated it with the disdain it deserved.

“Because I knew their son was a void spawn, and when I asked them about it, they said you’d sent them there.”

“How?” This time the stupid question was from Fairy, and Geela was starting to question her assessment of them being competent.

“Would you—there has to be a better question than ‘how?’ I ran into them. I found a follower of a Noire cult, I traced them to the village of Sunnyville, I took out the head of the cult, who was the eldest spawn of Noire’s.” Geela could have, in hindsight, sold this story a little better, but she had to plow forward. “The follower I’d initially encountered turned out to be the youngest spawn of Noire’s, unbeknownst to him. He was the child of a couple going by the names of Rakette and Arthius, who I’m sure you met some thirty years ago.”

Eve opened her mouth. “How—” She stopped at Geela’s death stare but crossed her arms. “Well, it’s a fair question! How did they end up there when I’d expressly told them to go to Silverglade!”

“Did anyone else even know they were running?” Fairy asked. “They’d have had no reason to second guess your recommendation, right? What had knocked them so off course?”

Geela pressed her lips together. Finally, they were getting somewhere.

“Lune.”

The word was said, in actual sync, by both Geela and Eve. The women exchanged heavy looks.

“Lune?” Fairy said. Her face crumpled. “Oh. The little girl?”

“Not so little now,” Eve said. “She wasn’t much younger than you back then. She’s a grown woman now. Hard to imagine. Such a disturbed little thing, all big black eyes, and stringy black hair.”

“Oh yes,” Geela said. “She sounds like she was far sweeter as a child.”

“But to be so evil at such a young age,” Fairy said. “How could that happen?”

Geela sighed. “Children of Noire are… interesting beings. Their soul is inherently corrupt, and childhood is where they begin to turn. Often with the aid of their parents.”

Fairy straight up gasped at this, and Geela was starting to get annoyed with her naivete.

“It’s an ugly world out there,” Geela said, her voice more a snap than anything. “Yes, Noire strikes up a contract with the parents and says, ‘your kid is going to be a void spawn. If you help them grow and achieve their wicked ways, I’ll give you some goodies.’” This tracked with Malevo’s parentage, the dread witch Pam, who Geela knew relatively little about but had done enough poking to learn that the woman had been a meddlesome void witch a few decades back.

“You think a mother could just sell out her child like that?” Fairy asked, still not entirely understanding the concept of evil.

“Look, Noire is convincing,” Geela said. “And dangerous. Very dangerous. Some parents may have just caved out of fear. The child would likely be able to corrupt the parents anyway, especially if Noire had a lock on their location and could heavily target them.”

“So… So the child.” Eve’s voice dropped. “The child of Rakius and Arthette. Was he evil when you found him?”

Geela almost laughed at the description of Darkos as evil. “No. No, he managed to elude Noire.”

“Despite living in a village with a void spawn?” Eve’s eyes held both skepticism and hope.

Geela pressed her lips together. “Yes. I’m not sure how yet. I’m still doing research.” Dammit, why had they killed Sinistrina so fast? They could have learned so much more from the damned woman. With Malevo in a coma when they killed him and Lune more or less insane, Geela was running low on void spawn to interrogate. And the more Children they lost, the less chance she had to figure out Darkos’s mysterious immunity.

“Is it possible he’s hoodwinked you?” asked Eve. “We must ask ourselves this in times of—oh, oh no, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—forget it. Silly suggestion.”

Eve followed the dramatic backtrack with a feeble laugh, but Geela wouldn’t have been surprised if the older woman had lost control of her bladder at the look Geela gave her.

But no. No, Geela would not be satisfied with this pathetic apology. She couldn’t tell what was more offensive. The idea that Darkos, pure-hearted Darkos who resurrected Geela multiple times but got nervous when she kicked chipmunks could possibly be evil; or the idea that Darkos, bumbling Darkos, Darkos that missed Geela’s wicked schemes and missed his village’s evil schemes and missed his parents’ nefarious schemes could possibly in a million years have ever hoodwinked Geela.

“No, foolish woman, he has not hoodwinked me.” Geela stood, shoulders back, neck raised, already summoning transformative lights about her. “For I have spent many years in his company. For I have spent many decades knowing the power of Noire. For I am no mere denizen of this realm.” She threw her hands in the air, and the blackness melted away from her visage. “Look upon me and tremble. Your sorrowful office now hosts the one being who has ever truly and permanently damaged this great academy. And yet you hold the distinct pleasure of working with the one person on this realm who can save it now.”

The two exchanged mute looks before looking back at Geela.

“Is that… Did Ja’Eel have a daughter?” Fairy scowled. “I mean, she’d be like eighty now, right?”

Geela crossed her arms. “Obviously, I stopped aging a while ago, right? I mean… okay, okay, never mind.” She waved a hand. “Good God, my reveals are wasted on the wrong people.”

“You’re…” Eve looked over her. “Well, huh. I suppose you look an awful lot like her. I was a student back then, when that blood cult nonsense went down.”

Nonsense. Blood. Cult. Nonsense. This was just the most miserable appearance she’d ever done.

Nevertheless, she tossed a curtain of golden hair over her shoulder. “All right. So. I’m not going to spend much more time trying to impress upon you the severity of your situation because if you haven’t picked up on it, there’s no helping you. I think the important thing we really have to deal with is that I am Ja’Eel Scilatia, I’ve taken out Noire once before, I’ve killed two of its children, I’m trying to save a third, and I’m trying to kill a fourth. That fourth is ex-priestess Lune, who sent the third, a man named Darkos, to the village of Sunnyville and is now responsible for attempting to destroy the Church of Celeste with noodles.”

Eve and Fairy exchanged another look, with the latter biting down a smile.

“Darkos?” she asked.

“Now now,” Eve said. “The spawn was likely going under a pseudonym. I’m sure once Ja’Eel here learned his true name, perhaps at his village from his parents, she realized the truth.”

“I know, I know. It’s just…” Fairy seemed at a loss for words. “Why would his parents have named him that?”

“Yes, because the naming conventions of a Void Fiend’s children is definitely what we need to be asking ourselves right now.” Had there been a drop of water in Geela’s near vicinity, it would be steam right now. The nerve of these two… these two whelps, these two brain-damaged mayflies, these two far-too-slowly decomposing corpses that were greedily hoarding nutrients from plantlife far more deserving than the two women could ever be. How dare they. How dare they.

The two started shifting their eyes uneasily towards each other, but Geela had had enough.

“I swear to God, if you two so much as lay eyes on each other, I will reduce you both to powder.” She let out a long breath. It wasn’t good to get so rattled. And these two were supposed to be allies. Geela needed to get a grip.

“Oh. Okay. Right. Okay! Sounds good!” Fairy’s sentence was just a string of words slowly growing in pitch, and Geela wanted to groan. “Okay! So! What’s our plan!”

Eve let out a long breath. “This is okay. We don’t have to offend our esteemed guest. She has put herself in a grave position speaking to us, and all for our benefit. Fairy, let us not offend.”

Finally, some sense. Geela’s ego simmered down a bit at Eve’s words. “I think we all understand that not a word of this must leave the room. Were it to, I would be forced to flee and you to deal with this menace alone.”

“And we wouldn’t want that.” Eve’s wrinkled cheeks were pale, and she, at the very least, seemed to get it.

Fairy swallowed. “So what do we do? We need to find Lune’s supporters in the church, right? She can’t be doing this alone, right? I don’t know anything about void spawns, but she can’t take down Celeste, right?”

“Right.” Geela sighed. “But Celeste has been blocked from her followers. They’re vulnerable, and taking out the church would be a devastating blow. It would send an enormous amount of power to Noire.”

“Okay. So we want to find the people who are working for her,” Fairy repeated.

Geela looked wearily at Eve. “You deal with this every day?”

Eve wrinkled her nose. “Oh, you know the young folk. Harder time processing. She’s not wrong just yet, though. Because we know that Lune is involved in the sparkle noodles, her followers may be distributing it. Sparkle noodles, as I understand, can affect people in multiple ways, yes?”

Geela shivered, reminded of Jane’s attempt at explaining the effects. “Yes. Through the various senses. And orifices. Mostly senses. Sight, smell, sound, and so on.”

“Ooh, so what if we looked for people who had the impacts of the sound symptom? The distributors can hide the sight, mask the smell, but they must hear them, right? Unless they walk around with earplugs in, or are otherwise very loud, but that would draw unwanted attention.” Fairy was quivering now in excitement.

Geela pondered this. Yes, it was, in a sense, stupid, but perhaps not as much as it first sounded. It was entirely possible that those actually dealing the drugs might not guard against the sound-related impact, which, as Geela remembered, only extended the intensity and duration of the other effects. So they might not protect themselves against that. If Geela could find a way to determine the source of the noodles and alchemically alter them so that those who heard them might develop notable symptoms…

It would be tricky and rely on a lot of ‘ifs,’ but maybe, just maybe, it could work.

“We need to find those noodles,” Geela said. “Find the source.”

“Bob.” Eve crossed her arms. “Shoulda tracked him down long ago, but I can find those noodles. He’s not a particularly secret man. He’s been dealing in the shady for some time.”

Brilliant. Geela kept a tempered smile on her lips. “That should be sufficient. I have an associate who is knowledgeable in these things. Once we find the noodles, I’ll trust her with tainting them so as to incapacitate all who hear them.

‘Knowledgeable,’ ‘trust,’ and ‘associate’ were all really, really bad words to describe Jane, but Geela needed to maintain the illusion. After all, she couldn’t do alchemy.

Eve nodded. “Fairy will be on the search for the drugs. Keep an ear out for a message from us.”

It was all starting to click together, and Geela felt a weight off her chest. This could tighten up their schedule and get Geela out as fast as possible without worrying about blasted Renby and Vera. In the pit of her stomach, something angry and grumpy squirmed, reminding Geela that Renby and Vera might be in peril if she left them here, what with the Eight mad at her abandoning them and Carlosi getting along in age. Geela hushed the angry squirm. Vera and Renby were dead already. Not worth protecting.

“I’m going to go speak with my noodle expert.” Geela waved her hands, summoning back her disguise. “Your cooperation has been noted. We can work together well.”

With this, she turned from the room, not wanting to ruminate any further in front of the two hare-brained mothballs. She had a lot on her mind, and she needed Jane—a sentence she never wanted to think, rather less say.

Yet she found herself about twenty minutes later, sitting across from the faint-eyed woman, who was wearing the most horrifying hat, composed of live flowers.

“Jane. Your assistance is needed. Your expertise, your… knowledge of illicit substances.” Darkos hadn’t been there when she’d gotten home. Jane said he’d gone on a walk, so Geela could speak a bit more plainly.

“My what?” Jane stammered.

Her ‘what’ indeed. “I need you to taint some noodles to incapacitate anyone who hears them but only hears them. We need to target the dealers.”

Jane’s lips fell into a miserable smile. “Oh.”

“You can do that, right?”

Jane nodded. “I can try.”

The idea of Jane trying at anything important made Geela nauseous, but what could she do? This was their best chance at getting the supporters spotted. Besides, worst-case scenario, Jane messed it up, and they all died. Would weaken Lune either way. Jane couldn’t really mess up too bad here.

“Failure won’t be tolerated,” Geela said. “I don’t mind the nature of incapacitation, but I don’t want it affecting people who partake in noodles in more traditional ways.”

“You mean like—”

“Don’t. Jane. Just don’t.” Geela didn’t need any more information about ways in which noodles could change a person. “I just don’t want any of the users impacted.” Foolish mortals, surely, but many people who fell to the alluring call of addiction were simple victims of a grander scheme to profit off their misery. They were to be pitied but, in this case, protected.

“Oh. Oh yeah, I can do that. I think.”

Jane? Thinking? Truly no greater miracle had ever occurred. “You had best not let me down. Now, where did you say Darkos was?”

“Getting lunch?” Jane looked out the window at the streets as if praying that Darkos would appear and save her.

“Good.” Geela waved a hand, dismissing Jane. “Go… devise your scheme. Don’t tell Darkos. I’ll let him know myself.”

She had to control this situation, control the information. All willing, this would blow over soon, and Darkos never had to be any the wiser.








CHAPTER TWENTY

Darkos's Scheme




Darkos pulled his hood up around his face in some probably misguided attempt at hiding his identity. He was technically still wearing his Drake garb, so the only identity he had to hide was that of being a void spawn. And no one in the Celestial City would probably even care since they wouldn’t know what that meant, so he was only really hiding from Geela and himself.

As Geela had gone to the Academy for the day, he was pretty much just hiding from himself and probably looking damn suspicious while doing it.

This made him feel a little pathetic and sad, but as he walked through the sunny streets outside the Lounging Loon, he started to unwind a bit. Geela had impressed upon him the importance of hiding in plain sight, which is why he’d decided to go out to a local cafe to enjoy a cup of tea and some comfort food while reading over Geela’s notes on Noire.

It seemed like a Geela thing to do, and that gave him confidence.

“Hi, welcome to Petra’s Corner. How big’s your party?”

“Just one,” Darkos said. The word felt lonely in his mouth, but he kept his chin high as the attendant looked at her sheet.

“All right, sir, right this way!”

The woman escorted him to a homey little corner, complete with a squishy armchair and a little circular table. It was just up his alley, and he let out a long breath before placing an order for some tea sandwiches and very berry burst tea.

Then it was to the notes.

There was a lot of stuff in the beginning about Noire, its power, its origin, its terrible deeds. Apparently, it was millennia old, theorized to outdate the existence of the Mortal Realm, which was appropriately terrifying. Darkos couldn’t wrap his head around something existing before the Mortal Realm, so he turned the pages quickly as he rifled through this.

Then he reached the part about documented summonings of the Void Fiend. Geela hadn’t been the first, but it seemed Noire liked to try and take over big kings and witches and other magnificently powerful mortals with the idea to corrupt their rein and end all life. This hadn’t worked very well for it since it tended to paint a big target on the fiend’s back.

Some thousand years ago was the first mention of the void spawn and Darkos began polishing off little finger sandwiches and cucumbers as he ravenously pored through the text.

An ancient Empress had summoned Noire at around this time and mentioned only ‘its precious ones, the ones to whom I feed my fettered and gelded stock,’ which had some uncomfortable implications that Darkos elected not to ponder. This was the only mention of Noire having ‘precious ones,’ but unless the fiend had some elaborate collection of pets or powerful jewelry, they were probably the spawn.

Darkos. That was Darkos the Empress was talking about. Darkos had been fed fettered and gelded stock as a child. And he thought Mom’s nut and bean soup was bad. His stomach gurgled, and he ordered another cup of tea. Ginger this time, please.

It was hard to reconcile himself as one of these weird, amorphous void blobs. Like hearing a story told by his parents about the time he ran around the village square with his hair shaved up the center, except with a lot more violence and death. He could get Malevo or Sinistrina enjoying their baby food of mashed souls and sorrow, but it seemed weird to picture Noire in a flowered apron making horse-and-carriage noises, trying to get a baby Darkos to open his mouth to let in a spoonful of abject misery.

Was it possible to tap into those memories? Did void spawn have memories? Maybe it was the fact that he somehow didn’t have access to them that kept him safe.

But then that thought made his brain hurt because the only thing harder than trying to remember something is trying to forget it. Trying to forget something you didn’t remember was just something in the middle that served only to confuse and befuddle him, and he was pretty sure his brain was still basking in some NEWDS, so he pushed that thought from his head.

Besides, just as the waitress had dropped off some scones, he’d found something interesting about the birth parents of void spawn.

‘Parents,’ was written atop the page in Geela’s elegant if hurried scrawl. ‘Can’t be trusted. Damned fools the lot of them, almost undoubtedly. See notes on Pam, Mal’s mother. Damn Darkos, killing Sinistrina so fast. Would’ve liked to grill her. Preferably over a volcano. Would seem just. And then maybe ask her some questions.’

Geela theorized that the parents struck deals with Noire to manually corrupt the child. If the parents refused, the child itself would do some void magic on them to warp them into being puppets or something awful. If that didn’t work, the kid would just kill them.

Now came the potential for another personal crisis. Had Darkos warped his parents? Or were they working for Noire? Neither seemed right, given everything that had happened, both pre Darko’s last crusade and post him returning home. Mom and Dad had pretty thoroughly helped them beat Malevo and destroy the church of Noire. Maybe Darkos was failing to imagine something here, but he couldn’t see how that could have been a secret evil plan.

Geela had, however, come up with an interesting theory on void spawns. According to her notes, ‘Maybe Noire just doesn’t always know where its kids are gonna spawn. Maybe it needs another force to find them and point Noire in the right direction. Would make sense. Consider further research upon arrival at CC.’

She must’ve written this before arriving at the city, and while it might have made sense, Darkos couldn’t imagine Malevo missing this. Then again, people who could sense magic tended to have a blind spot in the field that gave them that power in the first place. It’s why Darkos had missed Geela’s void magic, and why neither of them sensed his own void magic.

Maybe Malevo just hadn’t been able to feel it on him because of that. Noire probably hadn’t expected that, over the vast Mortal Realm, two of its six kids would have landed in Sunnyville. Maybe it was just a failure of imagination on Noire’s part for not checking.

But then, just as Darkos was polishing off a croissant, a specialty of Petra’s Corner, he found out about soul reaching, which made his own soul feel cold and icky.

The parents and the servants or followers of Noire were not the only way the Void Fiend reached its children. No, the fiend itself lived in their subconscious from the moment of conception. They were bred and born into darkness, and their whole childhood would be spent growing closer and closer to their damned parentage, whenever their brains were silent or still. It was something rotten deep within them that woke as they grew older, tainting their actions and coloring their values with scum and bleak energy.

Had he ever been colored by bleak energy? If you’d asked fourteen-year-old Darkos, the answer would be a resounding yes. He’d refused to cut any sad attempt at facial hair that his body produced, much to the sorrow of his parents, and wore primarily black (which, admittedly, was standard priest attire). He also ringed his eyes with a light dash of charcoal. Nothing really enough to make his peers notice how devilish and mature he looked, but enough for him to feel devilish and mature.

Of course, no one probably thought he looked devilish or mature, but bleak energy did fit. And really, now that he thought about his initial, puberty-stricken refusal to shower more than once a week, maybe ‘scum’ fit too.

Not good signs, but Darkos jotted them down all the same on a napkin. More information was better here, and if he could feel out the signs of his void core reaching out to him, maybe he could fight it.

Nightmares were a big one that the children of Noire were supposed to have. Or rather, things that should be nightmares but didn’t scare them. Horrible dreams that delighted them, even in youth. That didn’t really sound much like Darkos, who was often unusually afraid of mundane dreams, but maybe that was the problem. Geela always said, ‘when you can’t find something, look for its absence’ or something like that. When he was little, Darkos invented a story about haunted puppets so harrowing that he himself had gotten nightmares. Wasn’t that suspicious? Could the dream about the rain flooding the garden really be filed under innocent? Like it or not, Darkos couldn’t, in good faith, write off his nightmares about mice in the tea kettle anymore. No, to the average person, one not so polluted as him, that would simply be an amusing dream. But void child Darkos had been terrified of kettles for months, and this could very well be a sign.

So ‘mice in the tea kettle… void dream?’ went on his list of possible symptoms.

“Sir?”

Darkos lept a few feet in the air before slamming shut Geela’s notes, not having heard the waitress sneak up on him.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I thought maybe you were writing us a note…” her voice trailed off, and she eyed the napkin with ‘mice in the tea kettle’ written on it. To her credit, he’d put it on the edge of the table, next to his teacup.

“Oh no. No, no, no. No, not these kettles. You’ve got lovely kettles. I haven’t seen any mice except for the one painted on a tea kettle. But not inside.” His heart was hammering like a hammer in his chest as he tried to calm down and convince himself that the waitress hadn’t seen Geela’s Void Bible. He balled up the napkin. “I was just, uh, writing a song. A little ditty, about this place, actually. I’m a traveler. I write music and came here to be inspired.”

Her whole face lit up. “Ohh, that’s wonderful! We haven’t had any bards stop by in a while!” And just like that, she plonked down in the armchair across from him. “We have open tavern space in the evenings on Wednesdays and Sundays if you’re ever looking for a chance to perform. What kind of music do you typically write?”

Not good. Both the lie he’d caught himself in and, technically, the answer to her question.

“Oh, here and there. Uh, like traveling songs. Lutes and flutes, a lot of that. Maybe campfire songs. The kind you sing around a campfire.” Shoot. She didn’t even really seem to be paying his foolish answers too much mind. Maybe she thought he was simply shy. Or just simple and shy.

“I used to play the flute,” she said. “I suppose I still do but haven’t practiced in ages. Me and my sister used to play around the city, but that all ended when she stole my husband and skipped town with my dog.”

Her voice grew dramatically angry at this last note. Darkos wanted to pat her sympathetically on the shoulder, but his hands were still shaking too much.

“Seems to be a lot of husband thieves around here,” he said. “My friend, uh, wife, Gale had her husband stolen by a lotta people.” Then he shook his head. “Well, okay, technically, he was the bad guy there. I mean, yeah, your sister was a real witch to go for your husband, knowing you two were a thing, but he also went for her. That’s gotta make him kinda a creep too.”

“I suppose. I mean.” The woman shrugged and sighed. “Yeah, he was the creep too. But Bitsy’s easier to blame, you know?”

“Yeah. Kinda. Stealing the dog is a low blow.”

“Ugh.” She rolled her eyes and leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “That was such an annoying technicality. I said, ‘take what you want and go, Sam! I’m through with you!’ Next thing I know, Tablescraps is missing. I filed a lawsuit, of course, but apparently, because I wrote ‘take what you want and go,’ I was legally obligated to let him have what he wanted.”

This took Darkos aback. “You’re lucky he only took the dog! He could’ve, like, taken a house or something. ‘Anything you want’ is so vague too. Could he have used that to steal anything in the city and pin it on you?” Getting the waitress caught up in some of her personal drama was doing wonders to push the spotlight off his rambly lies.

Her lips parted. “I never thought of that. I actually didn’t bring the suit to him because after my lawyer told me the situation I was in, I was too scared too. He doesn’t know.”

Darkos sighed. “I need a lawyer like that. Just for, like, anything. Trap someone saying some silly dramatic thing and just punish them for it.” Then he thought of Geela and smiled. “I suppose my wife is already kinda like that.”

“Ah yes. The wife.” The waitress pushed herself to her feet. “I got other tables to wait on now. Do keep in mind the open tavern nights. We’re always looking for new entertainers. Flag me down if you need anything!”

Darkos nodded, but his mind was stuck on their conversation. He was thinking about the creepy blood cultists and their twisted ways of speaking and wished he could just hire a lawyer to somehow prove that their prophecy had come true already. After all, what kind of nonsense was ‘From daughters to the Eight. And all paid back in kind’?

Had that even been the full prophecy? Starting with ‘From witch to priestess’ and just ending with ‘and all paid back in kind?’ Seemed like it was missing some key components.

He checked the big grandfather clock ticking away by the fireplace and saw that it was pushing three in the afternoon. Geela would be back in a few hours, and Darkos could ask her about the full prophecy then.

...or he could not. He remembered the tight, angry look on her face whenever she was reminded about the blood cult. She might think he was trying to pull shenanigans to trigger the prophecy. Or maybe she’d be suspicious of his motives for asking and start to do some poking. This was just a curiosity thing for him, something to get his brain to chew on while trying not to vomit his sandwiches.

Maybe he could just do some poking on his own. Maybe he’d learn something about Geela that would help him convince her not to murder him. Maybe appeal to the part of Geela that was happy and liked a few, rare people enough to restructure her revenge plan to give them a hand in saving their soul.

Crazier things had happened. Darkos had gone from a pious priest who worshipped the God of Peace and Healing to a voidic nightmare-fuel devil spawn that destroyed the church of Alerion and now followed slavishly in the wake of the most powerful, dangerous, evil mortal in the realm. He’d made some significant career changes.

He plopped down some coins on the table to pay for his lunch of tea and pastries and rose to his feet, meticulously gathering all of Geela’s notes and his own little list of ‘Noire tells.’

The research he’d done had made him feel a lot better. It was good to know that he was capable of finding these void tendencies in him. Got him that much closer to stomping them out entirely.

“Jane?” he asked as he threw open the door to their rooms.

Jane screamed, a weird whistly high noise, as he entered and threw a tablecloth over what looked like an alchemy set.

“Master Darkos!” she said, her voice fluttering.

Darkos eyed the covered alchemy set. “Do I want to know?”

“Mistress Geela said—”

Darkos waved a hand at her. “That’ll do. Geela can keep her secrets.” Darkos had his own scheme now. He was gonna track down Geela’s old blood cultist friends and ask a bit about the prophecy. Get that exact wording down and see if he could find a way to hold it off until they took out Lune. They might talk to him if he went in with the guise that he was working with Geela and planning to invoke Berta or whatever. If they decided to go back to Geela and whine about Darkos misleading them, he could claim ignorance and accuse them of trying to trick Geela into working with them.

Plausible deniability. Going under the radar. Espionage. He could move and do some intel gathering without it reflecting too harshly on Geela.

He was, as far as anyone in her circle cared, just a minion.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Fulfilling... The... Prophecy...




It took Geela a whole day to work on her latest plan, but Darkos wasn’t too concerned with her secrecy. He was working on Darkos things while she worked on Geela things. It was kind of nice to have his own project. It wasn’t until two days after he’d done his research in Petra’s Corner that he was ready.

His eyes popped open at six AM that morning. Geela was fast asleep, probably wouldn’t be up until the ‘crack of dawn,’ or so she called ten o’clock. She wouldn’t go looking for him, but just in case, he left a note saying, ‘Doing some shopping, be back late.’

He left a second note, for Jane, in case he didn’t come back by sunset. The note had his plan laid out, the trip to Vera’s grave, tracking down the Eight, and learning more about the prophecy. If all went poorly, Geela had the right to at least know why he never came back. Personally, Darkos’s biggest fear was that he’d get lost in the Academy basement, but he left that out of his note.

This time when he pulled his collar around him and slipped out onto the road, it was with purpose. With intent. He was hiding this time. He was sneaking down to the Academy, per Geela’s notes, to track down the shrine to Berta, where the body of Vera had remained in stasis for decades. He wasn’t entirely sure what that was going to look like. He was definitely hoping that Vera wouldn’t be quite as… bloodless as Renby had been. Looking at the boy with his neck slit in that weird V shape, the sigil of Berta, that had really hammered home exactly what Geela had done, and this unsettled Darkos.

He would have to keep Renby’s whereabouts a secret, however, if he did end up running into any members of the Eight. After all, they wanted to resurrect the kid, and apparently, this was the last thing Geela wanted.

It was early in the morning as he moved through the streets, silent, optimistically, as a wraith. In truth, he was probably closer to maybe a scuttling rat or something, but he could live with that. Rats often went unnoticed, and so had he.

It wasn’t even hard to get onto the campus. It was a few moments of heart-pounding tension as Darkos flashed his expired guest pass with all the confidence of a man who worked there, but the bored security guard just waved him in without a second glance. Darkos could have waved a potato at the man for all the care he seemed to give.

Probably a good thing, though, and the next thing Darkos knew, he was sailing down those little stair skate things, the ones that saved the students of the academy from hours of agonizing climbing. No one paid him any mind as he descended deeper and deeper into the cellars, following Geela’s notes meticulously.

Only once did someone kinda stop and stare at him. A young man, maybe a courier, paused halfway through a corridor as soon as he saw Darkos. At first, Darkos thought he was in for it, but upon closer inspection, the man’s face had the same expression usually worn by someone who hadn’t realized they’d zoned out in your direction.

“Can I help you?” Darkos asked, hesitating midway through the random cellar hallway the two had crossed paths in.

“Oh. Oh, what? No, I work here. I should be…” the man looked befuddled. In the sallow light of the hall, his skin looked a bit purplish, and Darkos felt instantly like he was being watched. “I’m delivering some packages from one N. S. Keem. I think maybe I got lost. Or did you?”

Darkos didn’t like these cellars one bit. “Can’t say I’m lost,” he said, chuckling a bit nervously. “Probably check, uh, the more upstairs parts of the school.” Smooth, but it snapped the courier enough to nod sharply and move on.

The man wasn’t the only weird thing Darkos found in the cellar, though he was the most alive. After him, Darkos didn’t find a single other person. He found massive storerooms with enormous kegs of dripping green liquid. He found a large armory filled with suits that he could swear were turning to look at him as he passed. There were hallways lined with raised symbols, one like a swirling G, one like a lock, one like a spring. After a while, though, Darkos learned to just keep his nose down and keep moving. He’d be lost in here for days if he let every curiosity slow him down.

Finally, the oddities fell away, and he ended up in a comparatively ‘boring’ twisty, snaky, winding set of cave-like staircases and passages. With how treacherous the flooring was in some places, Darkos was a little surprised that Geela had managed it alone so well. Good for her, getting by on her own.

However, the more he traveled, the more nervous he got. Not of getting lost or getting caught or even of the Eight being mad at him. Rather, he worried about them not being there. What if he made it all this way only to find Vera’s grave vacant of all but Vera herself? Would be a lot of traversing for nothing, a lot of prep work for nothing. Plus, it’d be a little embarrassing, even if only he knew.

Finally, around the corner, he saw a glint of daylight. Geela’s notes had indicated the Sanguine Chamber that led to Vera’s Grave had been blasted open clear through to the world above, so this was a good sign. Then he happened across the room itself and felt even better. It was all full of that same V-shaped symbol, and Darkos swallowed. All he had to do was find the door…

It was well disguised as a simple rock. It was a good thing that Darkos had Geela’s notes, or he never would have been able to find it, be able to press it, pull at it, scrape it with his sword, ask it politely to open, ask it angrily to open, run directly at it, and even scratch a drop of blood onto it, before realizing he had no idea how to get through.

“Dammit,” he said, his body drooping in defeat. He’d come all this way and hadn’t been able to even get inside. In hindsight, of course, it would be guarded by blood magic, but Darkos was still mad because he would go back empty-handed after all. “Dammit, why’s it gotta be blood magic.”

“Well, you are in the ruins of a Blood Witch’s temple,” came an unexpected and not at all terrifying voice from behind Darkos.

He whirled around, pulling out his sword, and locked eyes with a small woman who leaned against one of the giant carved runic stones. The woman was probably in her forties, but her eyes held an ancient, haunted look, even as they regarded him calmly.

“She doesn’t get too many visitors,” the woman said. Her voice was sad, and she pushed herself to a more upright stance. “More in the past few weeks than ever before, however. Usually, it’s just me and the rest of her family.”

Darkos lowered his sword, the way you did when you wanted them to forget you had one but didn’t want to forget yourself. “I… yes, I’ve heard she’s gotten more visitors. I actually came here to visit her. Or… maybe to visit you.” It wasn’t clear to Darkos’s ears whether he sounded stupid or mysterious, but he’d wager the difference between the two was very, very small.

Her sharp eyebrows arched way up. “Perhaps to visit both? If I bring you to see her, will you swear against harming her? The stone is both to keep her alive and to keep the witch away.”

Darkos couldn’t imagine going into the shrine and hacking away at bloodrock with his sword, so he nodded.

“Then follow.” The woman led him to the stone door, cutting her palm and tracing it in the V pattern. Darkos wasn’t at all certain if she’d also cast a spell or if that was really all you needed. He didn’t ask, though, because if it was the latter, he’d look pretty stupid for not trying it.

Inside, there was a large rock in the middle, uncomfortably person-sized, and Darkos knew what he would see the minute the woman touched it.

Then he did a double-take because he’d absolutely expected Vera’s eyes to be closed and face at rest, like Renby’s. Instead, she had this half-angry, half-afraid, half determined look on her face, and she seemed to glare directly into Darkos’s soul.

“Jeez,” he said. “I hadn’t, uh. Rather, yes, she looks good for her situation.” He cleared his throat, hoping the glowing red from the bloodrock would mute the flush on his face. “How often do you visit her?”

The woman trailed a hand across the stone. “I come once a week. Between her whole family, we keep her company.”

Darkos nodded. “Family, huh?” Vera looked so young. Geela had said twenty, right? Just slightly older than his old priest friends had been upon their sacrifices. What was it with evil entities sacrificing such young people? It was kinda creepy. Why couldn’t they just go take out fifty-year-olds?

This idea didn’t sit well with Darkos either. Why’d they have to sacrifice people at all? Lots of Patrons got by without eating souls. Darkos was a void spawn, and he hadn’t ever consciously eaten a soul.

“The poor dear,” said the older woman, still stroking the stone, oblivious to Darkos’s pondering. “So brave, so devoted.”

“So young,” Darkos said.

“Ah, but she had the fire of a hundred years in her. Brilliant and dedicated to the cause. She gave her life for it. That’s true faith.”

This didn’t track with Geela’s story. Or really any official records. Vera had been sacrificed to stop Berta, bind her. If anything, the woman had been loyal to Geela, given her life for Geela.

“I don't know how you can sit and look at your daughter like this and think anything good.” Darkos crossed his arms, his stomach still unsettled at the desperate look in the young woman’s eyes.

“Daughter? Oh, my poor boy, you know so little. This is my mother.”

This was obvious, and Darkos wanted to smack himself for slipping up, but it was really hard to look at this girl beside the middle-aged woman and think of Vera as the mother. Then Darkos remembered that little Renby, with his fairy-like features, was this woman’s father.

Timey stuff. Darkos didn’t like it. He didn’t really want to talk about it, but he had to. He had a mission.

Before he could ask her anything, though, he caught his reflection in the glinting stone and got a weird sense of deja vu. Like maybe he’d been here before or met either of the two women before. Maybe in a setting with more people? Geela?

The feeling passed, though, as Darkos remembered his first encounter with the Eight. He was just misremembering.

“Of course. You’re one of the daughters, the twins. You’re the mother of the Eight.” Darkos tried to keep his heart even. The woman wasn’t particularly menacing, but he was aware that he could ruin this by saying too much.

“Yes. Well, sort of. I’m Alasha, first twin of Renby and Vera.” She stared wistfully at her mother. “I never really met them. I mean, of course, she was there when I was born, but I don’t know if I’ve ever seen my father. They both died so soon after our birth.”

Had she guessed that Darkos knew where Renby was? Or was she just musing?

“Right. They kinda rushed into having you two, right? Wanted to rush on the prophecy?” An inelegant segue, but he wanted to keep the conversation moving.

“Hmm. Perhaps you do know something after all.” Alasha smiled, again with no sinister overtones, but Darkos shuddered nonetheless. “Yes, they did rush us along. I’ve spoken to Amy, one of Priestess Scilatia’s old students, about the affair. Apparently, my parents were not overly fond of each other. As I’ve heard it, Renby had the most powerful blood but was the youngest of the group and had a hard time convincing Amy, Illisadra, or Carlosi to… fulfill the prophecy with him.” She didn’t blush, but Darkos understood her meaning for once. “Vera was the only one within a few years of him, so he approached her.” Again the woman stroked the stone where Vera’s cheek was. “And the two… fulfilled the prophecy.”

Darkos really wanted her to stop saying that, but he was getting the sinking suspicion that he’d have to hear it at least a few more times.

“So, uh, what was the exact wording of the prophecy?” Darkos asked. “Was it time-sensitive?”

“No.” Alasha smiled serenely. “But apparently Gene and Carlosi had planned on… fulfilling it once they were older and more settled, so Vera and Renby jumped on it first.”

“Is the prophecy just about the Eight being born?” Darkos asked, casual as a cucumber in a fruit salad. “Or is there more?”

“The wording is inscribed on the interior of the chamber,” Alasha said. “I’m surprised you have not read it yet.” She spared Darkos a few minutes of slack-jawed staring, however, and jumped straight into intoning.

“The one of blood, of the other planes,

The Blood Witch Berta comes to claim.

The great power of the city of the sun,

She shall consume the force ‘til all is gone.

In remission, in hiding, ‘til the time is right,

From lurking, to skulking, to plain daylight.

From witch to priestess.

From priestess to servants.

From servants to daughters.

From daughters to the Eight.

And all paid back in kind.

The Celestial City shall be robbed of its great power.

The Celestial City shall be struck blind.”

It sounded a little clunky, but it also kinda sounded like Geela’s fae charms, and since she’d ostensibly been the one to invoke the prophecy, he could give it a pass. Besides, it wasn’t the rhyme or meter that really bothered him.

It was just kinda vague. Like two young adults had heard that and thought, ‘okay, time to make twins.’ It reminded Darkos a bit of literature class, where they had to try to figure out what a great prophet meant when he foretold the death of the sun’s shadow.

That had, in hindsight, probably been a load of crock since the ‘Church of Alerion’ had been a only few decades old.

“Your face is that of one who knows not the interpretation of signs.”

Alasha had the same look on her face that Boff, an old classmate of Darkos’s, would wear when he asked what the blue door was supposed to signify. Fortunately, Alasha didn’t rub it in.

“My parents sought interpretations of the signs as well. The prophecy foretold the children of two followers of Berta coming to power. It foretold of the twins dying to save their parents and bring forth great power to Berta, who will, in turn, consume the sun.”

Somehow her explanation made the whole thing sound even dumber. “Wait, aren’t you one of the twins? Also, why did they fufil—uh—trigger the prophecy if it was going to set in motion Berta going into remission. And why does she want to eat the sun? Don’t we need that?” Either Darkos was stupid, or they were, but Darkos was leaning towards them.

The woman shook her head. “You are not one who interprets the signs, for you would know that they can be vast and misleading. The remission the prophecy spoke of was not interpreted to mean Berta herself would fall and be locked away. The sun, the telling of the Celestial City going blind, is the only way we can interpret the dazzling light going out. And yes, I will die. My sister Lu will die. We will die to save our parents if we could just find our father.”

There was nothing particularly touching about her little bemoaning. She wanted Renby and Vera back to give power to Berta so Berta could blind the Celestial City by consuming the great power… whether that was the actual sun or the Celestial Directors was anyone’s guess. And she was willing to die for it.

Darkos felt grumpy now. This whole thing ended up being way more messed up than he’d expected. Alasha’s attitude towards her parents, towards the city, towards Berta was all deeply disconcerting. Geela treated the whole thing with such ‘been there done that’ disdain, but Darkos was unnerved talking to someone who believed so deeply in Berta.

“Right,” Darkos said. “I mean, yeah, that all makes sense. Yeah. And you know, if I hear anything about Renby, you’ll be the first to know.” He wanted out of the claustrophobic little chamber, filled by one psychotic cultist and her mostly dead mother. The place smelled of blood and sweat, and he just didn’t like it.

Alasha nodded. “Understood. You’re not one of the sanguine, but your mistress is. Speak to her. Implore her. The prophecy will be… fulfilled.”

Darkos nodded, trying hard to keep his face from showing the discomfort he felt every time she said ‘fulfilled.’

“Cool. Okay, yeah, can do. Uh. Bye then.”

And then he was out, moving through the cavern with the view of the sky and back into the twisty staircases and cavern passages, running so fast that he was sure he’d get lost. He probably honestly did, but he made sufficient use of Geela’s notes and somehow got out after what was either twenty minutes or six hours.

Judging by the sinking sun, it was closer to six hours, and Darkos had to book it to get home before Geela started worrying about him, if Geela ever started worrying about him. Depending on whether she bought his story or whether Jane caved.

It had been a stupid idea, but he wasn’t too hard on himself for that cause he kinda expected it to be. He wasn’t going to lawyer his way out of that prophecy, not because it was iron clad but because it was full of holes. ‘All paid back in kind’ meant ‘sacrifice Vera and Renby’s twins to bring the two of them back to bring back Berta.’ ‘The Celestial City shall be robbed of its great power. The Celestial City shall be struck blind,’ meant that Berta would consume the great power of the Celestial City, blinding it.

But ‘All paid back in kind’ could mean, like, someone trapping one of the Eight in a bloodrock. That was ‘paid back in kind.’ Or maybe it meant Berta would trap Geela. That was ‘paid back in kind.’

As for the city going blind? That could mean anything too. That honestly sounded more void than blood anyway, and now Darkos’s brain was back on damned Noire.

He was reaching the Lounging Loon and needed to focus his thoughts. Geela would be able to sense his discomfort, and if she was in a mood to care, she’d weasel it out of him in a second. And he had too much to hide.

But ‘the city going blind’ sounded really bad right now. The only thing that caused blindness was the dark, and eating the big powerful sun people would leave the city completely open for an attack from void spawns.

As he hurried down the hallway, he heard shouting from one of the rooms. In hindsight, of course, it was going to be Geela’s room, but his brain was far too occupied to think rationally. Instead, he burst open the door, only to be struck by a dazzling light.

“What! Darkos! Get out! Shut the damn door!” Geela followed up these four bursts with a wordless noise of fury, and Darkos slammed the door.

“Are those noodles?” he called through the wood.

“I’m going to kill Jane. I’m going to kill her. And yes. Noodles. Stay outside until I handle this.”

She sounded really mad, so Darkos didn’t say anymore and instead sank down outside the door. Boy, Jane had done it now. He didn’t know what, but she’d done it. Honestly, all told, Darkos would probably rather be blinded by void spawn than by more noodles. Maybe they could trick Berta into eating the noodles instead. Though it was unclear if taking out a small amount of drugs would constitute letting the city be blinded. To be blinded, the light of the city had to dim enough for it to go legitimately dark.

Then he glanced at the light spilling out from under the door. Technically, technically, you could go blind from extreme brightness. Not just darkness. You could blind the city by removing a powerful energy of light, leaving only darkness.

Or you could blind it by removing the darkness, leaving only the light.

And if there were a sufficiently powerful being of darkness, something that had reigned over the Celestial City long enough to be considered a ‘great power of the city of the sun,’ perhaps Berta could be happy with that.

Darkos’s heart turned over as the possibility flooded his mind. He looked back to the door, a full grin on his face now. Geela was angry right now, at Jane, probably something noodles related, but Darkos was about to turn her day around because he’d found a solution to all of their problems.








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Pious Purple Pony Worshippers




“They’re purple. Why are they purple? Jane, why are they purple?”

The day was not off to a good start.

Geela had allowed herself a relaxing morning to prep for a day of cult busting. Fairy and Eve had dug up the noodles in record time, thanks to their feeble coworker, the spineless Professor Bob Brown. The simpleton had kept the latest shipment in a large cleaning closet, one that, according to Fairy, ‘had been locked for months. We never even thought to look there!’ They’d slipped Jane’s concoction into the noodles late the night before. The woman had said they probably shouldn’t expect to check back until mid-afternoon to make sure the distributors had plenty of time for the auditory effects of the drugs to kick in.

For her part, Geela had slept on pins and needles, eagerly anticipating the next day, touring the temple of Celeste to track down the newly devastated distributors working with Lune. Identify and thin her followers, force her to come out into the open, writhe in the sunlight like the little mud-loving grub she was. With her followers, the ones responsible for addicting the church to sparkle noodles, out of the picture, she would grow desperate. Frustrated and emotional. Make a mistake, a fatal flaw. The kind that massively powerful beings never should make.

The kinda Geela would never make. Oh no, Geela would never grow so emotionally distracted so as to make a messy mistake. She’d never get so caught up in the woes of her long-dead apprentices, her henchman’s secret lineage, or her personal baggage with a Blood Witch so as to make a mistake.

Not at all. This was all Jane’s fault.

Jane, the soft-brained, doe-eyed, mushy-headed minion, now stood pale and trembling beside Geela as the two women entered the church to find everyone purple. Keywords being ‘everyone’ and ‘purple.’ Not ‘about ten to twelve percent of the church’ and ‘incapacitated, covered in boils, and moaning in pain.’ No. ‘Everyone’ and ‘purple.’

“Jane.”

“Mistress.”

“What do you think I’m about to ask?”

“Oh. You know.” Jane gave a faint laugh, the kind that often accompanied desperate wishes to melt into the earth. “Probably just about the whole… purple… thing.”

Geela wanted to wail, but that would make her a sight more pathetic than the slightly confused, minorly disoriented, but otherwise entirely healthy purple churchgoers. And if there’s one thing Geela wasn’t, it wasn’t more pathetic than a purple pony worshipper. She kept it together, but just barely.

The worst part was yet to come. Fairy and Eve would be arriving soon to provide some form of backup. It wasn’t good backup, but Geela had been excited to show off her nefarious scheme. Really demonstrate what happened to people who messed with Ja’Eel Scilatia.

“Sonatad,” she demanded. “I need Sonatad. Right now. One of you, any of you,” this was addressed at the parishioners, “bring me your High Priest.”

A young woman, face an unsightly violet, nodded and hurried off to the sacristy.

“And why is it everyone?” she asked Jane. “I specifically requested that the only people who should’ve been affected were those who exclusively heard the drugs.” Had so many people really been hooked on the drugs? Assuming that Jane had so thoroughly messed up her alchemy so that anyone who interacted with the drug in any capacity had turned purple, it would mean that everyone here had in some way taken noodles. Geela had known the church had a problem, but this was beyond what she’d ever expected.

Sonatad was going to be very frazzled, and Geela was already not looking forward to dealing with the devastated pre-teen.

“Mrs. Bronwyn? Ma’am?”

Geela looked up to the entrance to the sacristy to see the purple woman who’d gone to find Sonatad waving her over.

“Father Sonatad will see you now.”

Geela considered leaving Jane outside, both because the woman sewed incompetence wherever her feet fell and also to let her steep in her failure a bit, but thought better of it. An unsupervised Jane was a dangerous Jane. Besides, if Fairy and Eve were to show up while Geela talked with Sonatad, they would have to ask the frail-minded minion what had happened and why everyone was purple. It would leave Geela no chance for damage control. Any reputation she had left in the two women’s eyes would be gone.

No, Jane couldn’t be left alone to explain this one away, so Geela grabbed her by the wrist and escorted her into the sacristy.

“Sonatad—oh really? You too?”

The boy turned sharply as Geela entered. His face was a masterpiece of dismay, fear, and panic, all artfully painted over a blueberry.

“Ms. Bronwyn,” he said. “I’m so glad you’re here. I think the noodle people did something bad.” He took his glasses off and polished them furiously as if somehow he could clean away the blight on his church. “I don’t know how it came to be, but the people think it’s a miracle. They’ve been experiencing strange signs all day, and at first, I’d come to hope that Celeste had smiled upon us for once.” He started pacing. “Then the purple set in. Some of the followers are still holding out hope that it’s a sign from the sunrise, and I haven’t told them otherwise just yet.” He turned to Geela then, pressing his hands together. “You, you're wise in the worldly ways. Do you have any ideas? Is this sabotage upon my herd? Is this a direct attack upon my children?”

This was precisely what Geela hadn’t wanted to deal with. Did she tell him that this was her doing? A mistake? Did she pin it on Lune? Throw Eve and Fairy under a house? If she said, ‘I'll look into this,’ then she lost the ability to come back and say, ‘nevermind, I figured it out, it was my fault.’

Then again, it may be a moot point because if Sonatad was purple like the rest of his followers, then maybe he was also a drug user. Maybe the whole church was thoroughly corrupted. Maybe Lune already had them all in her grubby little fist, and Geela had been fighting a lost war from the start.

How doomed were they?

“I’m disappointed in you,” Geela said. “We’ve long known that the pollution in your faith ran deep but to have corrupted a High Priest…”

His whole face bottomed out at this, and Geela worried for a moment that she’d pushed it too far. The point was to keep him on edge, but he’d completely fall to pieces if she wasn’t careful.

“I haven’t been corrupted! My faith burns as brilliantly as the dazzling dawn. It has the strength and regularity of the sunset. It never wavers. It never falters. My people—” He clasped a hand to his mouth. “Is this purple a curse brought on by my folly?”

Geela groaned. Using intimidation here would be like using a battering ram to blow out a candle. “Have any in the church been spared the affliction of purple?”

Sonatad struggled to catch his breath. “I haven’t seen any yet who have escaped this fate. I did the rounds, and I’ve asked people to check on the furthest corridors, the hallways, the dorms. Look for any who may yet survive.”

“Survi—no, this isn’t fatal. It’s not—” Geela looked sharply at Jane then, a muscle twitching. “What do you think? As our resident noodle expert, does this look fatal to you?”

Jane shook her head. “Just debilitating?”

Geela curled her lip. “Good.” Then she turned back to Sonatad.

“She can tell just by looking at us? And this is definitely drugs-related, then? I’ve done my research on the noodles and haven’t seen anything about skin changing colors.” He wiped his brow. “But I haven’t taken any noodles. Eaten them or anything.”

He seemed earnest, but lies were a dime a dozen. However, it would be awful gutsy for the boy, while under full and clear effects of the noodles, to lie about touching them.

“Sonatad, the time has come for full honesty and transparency,” Geela said, not intending to provide either. “I will be honest with you regarding the nature of this threat, but I must know now if you have ever consumed a noodle in any capacity.”

He hesitated. “A drug noodle, right? I run a monthly pasta night for the city’s homeless, but those were all provided by Gigi’s Pasta Bowl, and she’s been—”

“Yes, a drug noodle.”

“Oh. Okay, no. At least, I imagine they sparkle, right?” He let out a breath. “I’ve never knowingly ingested a sparkle noodle.”

Geela nodded, but she was frustrated. None of this made sense. You couldn’t slip someone noodles without them noticing, but no one in the church seemed to have any effects other than purple skin and maybe a little disorientation. Something didn’t add up, but Geela couldn’t put her finger on it. Sparkle noodles just weren’t the kind of drug you could hide the effects of.

Then she froze, still mid nod, a new thought popping into her head. “I want to tour the church myself. I want to see the carnage. Start at the furthest reaches, the pocket dimensions in the dorms, and move from there.”

She had to see Lune. Had to see if Lune had been impacted. She had to know.

Sonatad nodded. His whole body was deflated, but he tried to lift his chin. “All right, Gale, right this way.”

They wound their way through the church, passing by more purple parishioners, who bobbed their heads respectfully in Sonatad’s direction. Some looked excited, some looked concerned, but they seemed soothed by the young priest’s placid smiles and gentle greetings.

The three made it through the realm closet with relatively little difficulty, given Darkos’s absence, but as Geela watched Jane’s woebegone face tremble slightly at its activation, she rather found herself missing Darkos’s nausea induced antics. He should be with her, not hiding at home, but it was just so risky to keep him here.

Then again, Geela was starting to wonder if isolating him so much was doing enough damage to the poor man than just coming clean would.

Then she remembered how grey and feeble he’d become when he learned that Alerion was Noire. No, this was the right call.

They knocked on each door, checking for anyone who might still be in their rooms.

“I don’t know if anyone will be up here,” Sonatad said. “Most parishioners who live here are very active in the church. Unless anyone’s sick, they’ll probably have left by now. Except for…”

The three came to a stop in front of Lune’s door.

Geela reached out, knocking three times. For a moment, no one answered. Another few moments passed, and still nothing.

“Is she not here?” Geela asked. “I didn’t think she left much.”

“She doesn’t,” Sonatad said. “Maybe she leaves in the evening but rarely during the day.”

Geela snorted. Not at all suspicious. “Well, if she’s not here—”

Her words were cut off as the door slid open an inch.

“I was sleeping. Receiving much-needed rest, for my poor taxed mind has much on it. Why does Ms. Bronwyn and the High Priest come to me on this day?”

Lune’s voice held its classic rusty-saw charm, but it was her skeletally pale face that grabbed Geela’s attention this time.

“Lune,” Geela said, “we have questions for you.”

“Ah, she does, does she.” Lune sighed. “I can answer maybe two. And then away with you both. You three,” she added, noticing Jane for the first time. Then she looked down at Sonatad. “Father. Why are you purple?”

His lips parted, and Geela could practically see his brain racing ahead to ‘why are you not?’ However, just as Geela opened her mouth to hush him, he thought better of it and simply smiled.

“Mysterious forces are afoot,” he said. “Ms. Bronwyn has brought in a wise associate of hers to help us decipher signs.”

Lune nodded. “Then ask me two questions and begone.”

But there was a lot now on Geela’s mind. Lune wasn’t purple. Lune had avoided the fate that the entire church had fallen to. Somehow Lune had known the plan well enough to prevent this. Lune had to have known that the noodle distribution would be tainted.

Or, alternatively, Geela had timed her noodle tainting with Lune’s plan to hit the entire church. If Lune had mass distributed her noodles, perhaps planning on addicting everyone, then Jane’s stupidity may have saved them.

“How long have you been up here?” Geela asked.

Lune blinked. “I partook of a meal at three in the morning. I took a walk to freshen my lungs at seven. I have slept since.”

Geela nodded. “When did you plan on waking?”

“When my body and mind were refreshed. Likely the sunset, for evening prayers, and then dinner.”

Geela nodded. “Thank you, Lune. We will be off.” With that, she yanked the door shut and guided Sonatad and Jane down the hall. No one spoke til they were in the realm closet, where Sonatad turned to Geela, face hurt.

“She was spared.”

Geela nodded.

“She’s been hiding up here, knowing that the rest of the church was under attack.”

Geela nodded.

“She’s… part of the attack.”

Geela let out a long breath. Kid wasn’t half as dull as he could have been.

“You knew and didn’t tell me!”

Geela looked at him, a little surprised at the accusation. “I suspected. But whenever I even hinted that she might be corrupt, you defended her. Even though she was the sole opposition to your appointment. When I first asked you to keep quiet on the matter, you told Lune, and she took out the Jades. I couldn't trust you with more information after that.”

The little priest began peppering her with more sputters, but Geela tuned him out as she pondered the situation. Either their plans had uncannily coincided, or Lune had known of Geela’s plans. If Lune knew, it would mean she had an in.

Geela’s eyes slid past Sonatad to Jane, who was itching her nose. The woman’s negligence was borderline criminal. It could be that she’d ratted out the plan to Lune. After all, what did Geela know about Jane except that she’d trafficked sparkle noodles for the Regar family back in Spirebrook? And Geela had impersonated Thisslina Jade when freeing Jane, so it was possible that somehow everything had ended up connected in a way Geela hadn’t expected.

Sonatad had fallen silent at Geela’s refusal to answer any questions, and the three stood outside the realm closet, in the main dimension dorms, which were a bit more populated, with the odd purple parishioner passing by them, smiling or nodding.

Geela needed a place to be alone and think. There were too many eyes on her here. And it was too noisy. Even in such an isolated part of the church, she could hear chanting, footsteps on the hall above, some tinkly bell noise, the call of birds outside.

Tinkly bell noise…

Geela snapped to attention then, following her ears as best she could. Why did she hear a tinkling noise? That wasn’t the sound of church bells.

“Jane,” she said. “That sound.”

Jane lifted her head as if she were some brainless animal perking its ears but minus the requisite powerful ears to make this motion work.

“Oh dear,” the woman murmured. “Oh my. The siren call.”

“I swear I’ll kill you with my bare hands. Just find where it’s coming from and bring it here!” Geela stared down the young woman, who blanched and scurried to the wall, tapping on it with a long metal straw thing that she had pulled from a purse.

“What sound?” Sonatad asked, shifting back and forth.

“That shimmery bell noise.” Geela sighed. It was coming more clearly now. Lune had spread the noodles throughout the church to invisibly addict the entire population. Jane had, in fact, saved them. Her ‘incapacitation’ had, as promised, only worked on people who’d just heard the noodles. They just hadn’t counted on Lune jumping the horse so fast. Had Jane done what she was asked to do, and physically incapacitate the noodle listeners, the entire church would be totally screwed.

Would Geela have to thank Jane?

“Oh yes! I did some research. Sparkle noodles can spread audibly. Or rather, a certain type of effect—”

Geela waved him down. “Yes, yes.”

“I don’t remember if it turns people purple, though.”

This wasn’t the time to explain to Sonatad that she’d used his church as bait, so she just shrugged. “Mysterious indeed.” If Lune had been this ready to strike, it meant she’d amassed a critical amount of power. Geela’s interference would be obvious, however, and Lune would respond swiftly.

This was both a fortuitous happenstance and a grave marker of impending danger. She’d have to run some ideas by Darkos when they got home.

Then her stomach clenched because she couldn’t really do that. That’s why they had to get out of here fast and leave behind all of this nonsense.

Then her stomach clenched again at the mental image of Vera, frozen in bloodrock, eyes huge and determined, of Carlosi smiling fondly over Renby’s body, which she’d preserved for decades. Geela had run from them too. If something went bad here with Darkos, if Lune tried to corrupt him, would she just leave him here too?

No, she wouldn’t, of course, but she also couldn’t get too attached to him to the point where he jeopardized the goal.

But then, what was the goal? Take out Noire? Stop its schemes? Or was it save Darkos? Or was it just stop Barney, find out how or even if he’s attached to this mess at all.

“So what next?” Sonatad asked. “Do we—oh, are those the sparkle noodles?”

Geela followed Sonatad’s gaze to Jane. The woman crouched beside a small opening in a wall, holding a small bowl of something shimmery and slimy. She stared at them lovingly, inhaling deeply.

“Jane!” Geela’s shout echoed down the hall with the force of a bull in a pottery kiln. “Jane, put a lid on those!”

“I only want to smell them,” she whined.

“Is that bad?” Sonatad asked, but Geela pushed past him to Jane’s side and pulled her cloak over the bowl.

“We are leaving,” she said, her voice a deadly hiss. “Sonatad…” She wanted to tell him to search for more noodle deposits within the walls but knew that he could very quickly fall prey to the sight or scent of them if he did find any. “Get your people out of here. Out of the building. The walls are infested with noodles, and you’ll need a special team to clear them safely. Don’t ask for one. Just—I’ll be back. Don’t tell anyone. And don't talk to Lune about this!”

That’s all she had time for, as Jane tried to peel back Geela’s cloak for another whiff of the noodles.

Geela slapped her hands away before, keeping the noodles covered and trying her best not to inhale the fruity odor, stalking down the hall, out of the church, back towards the Lounging Loon.

Her day had really gone so south so fast, and she needed a nap and a bath, but she also needed to figure out how to handle this situation. The worst thing was that it should be a fun puzzle. She should relish the challenge. Yes, Lune had put a timer on the situation, but that should just make things interesting. But Geela felt fate and prophecy breathing down her neck.

It wasn’t really until she’d gotten back to their rooms, locked Jane in the closet, put the noodles in a safe container, and disappeared into the washroom to draw a bath, that her brain started to put the pieces together.

The conclusion was obvious.

By delaying the prophecy, she was jeopardizing her own plans for the benefit of the Celestial City. She was rushing to solve the Lune issue because if the Eight found Renby while Geela was still here, they’d take out the city with Berta. Darkos had withered away to a sad husk, possibly discouraged by her dismissive treatment of her old apprentices. She didn’t blame him. How could she?

Then outside, she heard a crash, and she leapt out of her skin. “Jane!” she screeched. “Jane, that had better not be the noodles!”

She half climbed, half fell from the bathtub, and grabbed for her robe. Outside, she could already hear chiming and could see the light spilling from underneath the door.

“How did you get out of the closet?” Geela asked.

“I just want a small smell,” Jane said. “The smell is so innocuous. It’s simply a high, and I crave it.”

Simply a high? Maybe. But could she trust Jane to not look at them? To not hallucinate?

No, Geela was done trusting Jane, and she burst open the door to see the lid come off the noodle jar. The room flooded with dazzling light, and Geela slapped her hands over her eyes just as she heard the sound of the door opening.

She peered through her fingers to see the door open and Darkos standing in the doorway, slack-jawed.

“What! Darkos! Get out! Shut the damn door!” She closed her fingers back over her eyes but couldn’t help but let out a scream of frustration as he disappeared out of the room again. “Jane, I will flay you.”

The fight over the noodle jar was short but victorious, and this time when Geela sealed it, she shoved it in her bag.

That did it. That did it. She was so so so done with prioritizing this stupid city and its stupid, purple, drug-addled common folks over her own goals, her own people, her own plans.

After a long breath, she thrust open the door to find Darkos sitting in the hall, a peaceful look on his face. He smiled at her, a simple but well-intended expression that she’d seen a lot on him but hadn’t expected to after the whole kerfuffle.

“I have an idea,” he said.

Geela shook her head. “No. No more ideas, no more hair-brained schemes, no more of—” she waved at the room, “this. We are doing what we should have done a while ago.”

His smile slipped, but Geela plowed on.

“We,” she said, “are… fulfilling the prophecy.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Some Clear and Concise Communication for Once




“Please don’t say that.” Darkos looked at Geela, his brain parsing through what she said but drawing a blank at ‘...fulfilling the prophecy.’ Yuck. Then he shook his head. “Wait, what?”

“What.”

“Wait. You’re gonna do what?”

“Fulfill the prophecy? I’m just tired of sacrificing my peons for the wellbeing of the city.” She shrugged casually. “Rushing through taking down Lune has given me some… well, let’s just say it hasn’t put us in the best position. And the more I try, the more I’m tired of dodging the Eight. We really want similar things. I’ll get my peons back. Let the Celestial City burn.”

Approximately zero percent of this conversation was going how Darkos had expected, and he wasn’t quite sure how to proceed.

“Okay.” He took a deep breath. “You’re gonna roll your eyes, but I was actually thinking the same thing. Except not.”

She stared at him, very much not rolling her eyes. She was either annoyed by how stupid his statement had been or shocked that he wasn’t sputtering and gaping about ‘letting the Celestial City burn.’ He was a little disappointed that she’d come to the conclusion of fulfilling the—working with the Eight before he’d had a chance to lay down his masterful prophecy lawyering, and he was a little rattled by Geela’s decision. It made him shudder that she was willing to let Berta take down the Celestial City just to buy some time.

And save some peons. A little flutter skipped in his chest as he remembered Vera’s eyes, Renby’s peacefully sleeping face. They could come back now. Though Geela didn’t know it, they were on the same page. And Darkos had a plan to make it so that they both won.

“Well,” Geela said, after a moment of Darkos not elaborating. “I’m glad you’ve wasted oxygen by laying out another staggering display of nonsense.” She gave a dignified sniff, tossing a massive wad of sopping wet hair over her shoulder. “But I do have more to say. Shall we take this in private?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Don’t wanna talk about fulfilling the...” Even the word ‘fulfilling’ felt uncomfortable after his conversation with Vera and Renby’s daughter. He shuddered.

“The prophecy?” Her eyebrows pinched at Darkos’s nose wrinkle. “Why are you suddenly so squeamish?”

“It’s like a sex thing, right?” he mumbled. He could still hear Alasha drawing out the words, as uncomfortably as possible, to refer to her parents having sex and conceiving the twins.

“Is that priest slang for sex? Do you even have that? Or… you’re not talking about my prophecy in specific?” She massaged her temples. “Darkos. Any babies needed for that have been long conceived and birthed.”

“Yeah, I know.” But she was looking at him skeptically, and he sighed. He was gonna have to come clean about his scheme eventually. “Okay. I have a confession to make. I’ve found something out.” He took a deep breath. “While you were gone, I tracked down… Or, not tracked so much as ran into—no, I was talking to an old member… one of the—”

“Damned Carlosi! She wasn’t supposed to tell you.”

Darkos was suddenly very lost. “Uh.”

Geela waved a hand. “No, no, this is okay. I knew you’d figure it out eventually. It was a shock to me, but all the signs were there.”

Darkos’s stomach twisted. “Wait.”

She shook her head. “It made sense that you wouldn’t have noticed while still in your cult. The real first hint should have been in the Volcanic Region, that infernal woman… but even then, I dismissed it. I had too much on my mind. I should have seen it off the bat, but as you know, we are often blinded by our own auras, and I simply didn’t see the need to take your… nature seriously. It wasn’t until speaking with Carlosi, the closest thing I have to a peer, that the truth became obvious.”

Darkos swallowed hard. Could Geela have truly known? Of course, it made sense that Carlosi could see it. The woman had no void magic herself to obscure her vision, and it wouldn’t have taken much information from Geela for her to suggest it. He remembered how the two women had ushered him off to explore the outside of the house, the porch overlooking the desert, while they’d discussed something important. Something important.

After that conversation, Geela had been in a funk, and it all made sense now.

Darkos took a deep breath. Well. Perhaps learning that keeping Darkos alive would pose a risk had made Geela value her two old apprentices more. Perhaps she’d had a long think about where her priorities fell, taking out Noire, saving the Celestial City, or keeping her minions safe.

Maybe, just maybe, she’d fallen on the side of valuing minions. Darkos wasn’t sure how this made him feel entirely, but it emboldened him.

“I figured out while on noodles,” he said. “I had a lot on my mind, literally, but it all kind of clicked into place.”

She nodded. “Of course. An out-of-body experience. Seeing yourself as others do.”

Darkos sat down in one of the squishy armchairs. “Took me some time to get my head around it, but it’s not the first time I learned that everything I knew about myself was a lie.”

“Okay, that’s a bit dramatic.”

Geela would find this dramatic. She could probably learn that she was the second coming of the octopus God of the apocalypse and shrug it off.

“It’s only dramatic if you’re used to being surrounded by this stuff your whole life!” He stared at his hands, knotting them together tightly. “But three years ago, I was just a priest. Then I learned I was the unwitting henchman of the most dangerous sorceress on the planet. Then I learned I was the unwitting follower of a Void Fiend. Then—” he took a deep breath “—I learned I was the child of that Void Fiend.”

A shattering noise met his statement, and he looked up to find Geela’s hands holding the empty space where a teapot once sat. The teapot now, unfortunately, sat on the floor in a dozen or two pieces.

“You’re a what now.”

“I’m a—” He squinted. “Geela, my name is Darkos.” It was the only thing he could grasp because, for the eighth time during the conversation, he was completely flummoxed.

“I mean, yes. Yes. And yes. But no.”

Darkos peered at her from across the room. “That’s… not what you thought I was gonna say.”

Geela shook her head. “No.”

“So wait, am I even a void spawn?”

“Well, yes, but did you really think I’d need Carlosi to point that out to me? I’ve known since Sunnyville!” She crossed her arms, a hurt look on her face. “You think she knows you better than I do?”

Now Darkos was alarmed. “Well, what did she know about me that you didn’t?” Could there be more? Was he linked to blood cults too?

To his surprise, Geela’s face burned at his question. “Nothing!”

“More secrets?” He stood up from his chair, lip jutting. Then a big cog shifted into place in his head. “Wait, you’ve known since Sunnyville? You’ve known since Malevo? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Last time I rocked your world, I got eaten by a frog.”

Darkos opened his mouth—to protest, object, or contest, Geela wasn’t sure. She didn’t give him the chance and instead shot him a hard look until his mouth clamped shut.

“I didn’t want to frazzle you again like that.” Now her lip jutted out. “You’re of delicate constitution. I need your wits—or whatever you have in lieu of those.” Then her eyes slanted upward. “Why didn’t you tell me when you’d found out?”

Geela had no right to be offended that he hadn’t confided in her. “First of all, you could have told me back at Sunnyville before we even came here. Second, I thought you’d kill me.”

“You thought I’d kill you over being a void spawn? Darkos, does that even make sense?” Then she waved a hand. “Wait, okay, don't answer that. I can see the misconception. Look—” She took a step forward, which may have resulted in her reaching his side and maybe placing a hand on his shoulder, had it not been for the shattered teapot inches in front of her feet. As it was, that teapot was ready for revenge and sank its jagged edges into her bare toes, causing her to howl and leap in the air.

“Geela!” Darkos, still clad in boots, sprinted across the room to catch her upon landing.

“It bit me!” she wailed. “Darkos!”

“All right, all right, one second.” He laid her down on the bed and took a look at the slivers of porcelain in her foot. “Will your bow help here? Let me clean it first. You know, now that we know my connection to Noire and why I wasn’t drained like the other priests, maybe I can use my healing powers again.”

His hands stayed remarkably calm as he washed them and pulled out some tweezers from the cupboard. Then he paused as he knelt by her feet. Geela had to have known that his powers were now potentially safe to use. After all, her powers also came from Noire and she wasn’t at risk of corruption. And nothing in her notes indicated that using void magic as a void spawn enticed the call of Noire.

But she hadn’t told him. Because sheltering him, protecting him, had been more important than having a healer back on the team.

Now his hands did tremble slightly, and he had to calm his breath before holding her ankle. “Don’t move.”

Her foot tensed as he took it. “Please don’t… ugh, you’re gonna make me pay for keeping that secret, aren’t you.”

“Geela!” He started with one of the bigger pieces. “I’m not gonna hurt you out of revenge. I’m mad you didn’t tell me. I’m mad you kept secrets cause you thought I couldn’t handle it, even though I’m in a totally different place than I was when I learned about Alerion. I’m—” He dropped the shard onto a dish next to him. “I’m hurt, but I’m not gonna sabotage your feet.”

Her foot tensed as he started on another one. “I deserve it. Or no, I don’t. And I would be very angry if you hurt my feet. But I also understand that my—let’s call it excessive secret-keeping—has caused us both needless mental anguish. You moreso.”

It was a generous allowance from her, but now Darkos’s mind was back on implications. Of her knowing since Sunnyville. “Do my parents know?”

“Mmmmhm.” Geela’s voice was a defeated moan. “That’s… oh boy. That’s why we’re here. Your parents aren’t from Sunnyville. They met here, in the Celestial City. Your mother went to the Academy—actually, while I taught there. She joined the church of Celeste, met your father, was all happy to start a little family there when the High Priestess at the time, Lune, discovered that their just-conceived-baby, you, were a void spawn. They talked to Eve to find a place to hide, and she suggested a place called Silverglade. They ran it by Lune, who then suggested, instead, Sunnyville. Where Malevo had the cults set up.” Before Darkos could ask any of his million questions, she plowed on. “Your parents changed their names. They were originally something really stupid. Arkius and Rathette or Arthette and Rakius or something dumb, but they changed their names to Rakette and Arthus to disguise themselves. They had you early, they showed up late after taking a vacation, and somehow by the time they’d arrived, enough had switched up so that Malevo didn’t recognize them from Lune’s warning.”

Darkos’s hands had gone on autopilot, removing teapot from Geela’s feet.

“Huh.” That was the noise his mouth made. The noise his head made was more like ‘bzzzzzzzzzzzzzt.’ Between the two, his emotions felt sufficiently summed up.

“Still don’t know why you aren’t evil. Noire never found you. It just never found you.” Geela’s voice had drifted to ponderous. “So I don’t know how to stop it from finding you. So I haven’t tried because honestly, sometimes that just shoots egg on your face.”

Shoots egg on your face. Darkos nodded. He felt like he had egg shot on his face. “Yeah. Dammit, Geela.”

She was quiet. “I’m sorry. I should’ve trusted you. How’s my foot?”

“I’ll mend. Do you want me to try healing it?”

She waved this off. “I’ll use my bow. We’re in private.”

Darkos took the dish with all the broken pottery over to their little sink. “Who else knew? Did Jane?”

“I—I don’t know. Or rather—OI JANE. Did you know Darkos was a child of Noire?”

“Huh?” responded a voice from the closet. “Well. His name is Dark—”

“All right, enough of that.” Geela’s lips pulled down into a sour frown.

“Why is she in the closet?” Darkos asked as he bandaged up Geela’s foot. “Something to do with noodles?”

Geela pursed her lips. “Sort of. I devised a plan to target the noodle dealers. Jane in there—” she jerked a thumb at the closet “—was supposed to come up with a way to incapacitate anyone who heard, and only heard, the noodles. It sorta worked. Actually, it was an abysmal failure that was somehow only salvaged by Jane’s ineptitude.” Geela held the pause after this for just long enough that Darkos was about to ask for more.

“What did—”

“Don’t interrupt; I’m getting there.” Geela slowly retracted her foot, tapping at it with her finger and then cursing when it hurt. “The problem was that Lune was a step ahead of us.” She sighed and put her foot to rest before starting to fiddle with her bow. “She distributed the noodles around the entire church to slowly addict the parish as a whole. With that move, she’d be able to take full control over the largest church to the most powerful active God in the realm. Bad stuff.”

“Bad stuff,” Darkos echoed, a little surprised that this was only coming out now. Then again, it had been a wild few minutes.

“Yeah, bad stuff. Luckily Jane messed up so bad that she just… just dyed the whole church purple.”

“Purple.”

“Purple.”

Darkos nodded. “Well yeah, that could’ve gone worse. So Lune, what, hid the noodles around the church so people would hear them—”

“And slowly start to fall prey to addiction.”

“Devious.”

“Very.” Geela tugged her pigtails as she finished winding the bow around them. “And so I realized that I’ve been making some questionable decisions, trusting Jane, working with Eve and Fairy, all while lying to you and hiding from the Eight.”

“Eve and Fairy were involved?” Darkos asked, rubbing his head.

“Yes. Their adjunct professor, Bob Brown, is the one moving the noodles to the church.” She let out a long sigh. “The noodles were just sitting in an abandoned cleaning closet. I swear everyone in this damn city may as well have turnips for eyes for how perceptive they are.”

Darkos grinned. “Okay, so what do we do?” The cogs were cogging, and he was happier than he’d been in a while, even though there was still a sting, still a hurt, still a small hole that would need fixing. For now, though, they had to focus, and he was still about to blow Geela’s mind.

She laced her fingers together and tried so hard to make them crack that Darkos was pretty sure his knuckles were popping. He pretended not to notice her disappointed hand shake as her fingers failed to make the noise she craved.

“We,” she said, “are fulfilling the—what Darkos? What? Why is that so weird to you?”

His grin remained even through his wince. “I talked to Alasha,” he said.

“Who?”

“Uh.” Darkos scowled, not expecting this. Then again, Geela hadn’t even known about the Eight before getting here, so it did make sense that she wouldn’t know the name of Vera and Renby’s daughters. “One of the twins. Vera and Renby’s.”

“You did what. Darkos, you did what?” Geela’s voice was a melodic mix of dumbfounded and furious with a sprinkle of ‘I’m in awe at your stupidity.’ “Darkos.”

“Geela.”

“No, no, you don’t get to say my name back like that makes it okay. You were supposed to be researching or doing something useless and harmless.”

She looked so mad that Darkos held back his little ‘like turning the Church of Celeste purple?’ comment. It wouldn’t be nice, and he had a better way of making them both happy.

“I figured I had deniability. You could denounce me if it came back to you, but I needed to learn more about the prophecy.” He took a deep breath. “She said that a lot. ‘Fulfilling the prophecy.’ To refer to Renby and Vera making the twins.”

“Why would you make me think about that?” Geela’s face, which was already solidly on ‘disgusted,’ managed to twist into something even more horrified. “They were teenagers! Seventeen and nineteen! I don’t want to think about that! Darkos, are you trying to destroy me today?”

Darkos shook his head. “No, no, no. I have good news. It’s the actual wording of the prophecy.” In hindsight, he probably could have just asked Geela the actual words, but up until now, he’d been too scared to talk to her. Now, though, he felt bold.

“I know the actual words of the prophecy.”

He nodded. “So we know that if Berta comes back, the city goes blind.”

“Look, just, let me do this. The city can handle its newfound darkness.” She wouldn’t quite look him in the eye, though. Obviously, she didn’t expect him to agree with her but she also wasn’t ready to back down.

This was okay, though, cause Darkos’s scheme was almost full circle.

“Or newfound brightness.”

She squinted at him. “Brightness?”

“Well…” Darkos tried to stay casual, but his voice pitched up halfway through the ‘well,’ so he ditched casualness and just spilled. “Brightness, Geela. Brightness can blind too. And like, like, think about darkness. Think about, like, getting Berta—so instead of eating the Directors, which would remove light and make the city dark, which kinda isn’t what we want and might even help Lune, we flip the table. The script. The—we make her eat Lune.”

Geela’s perfect lips parted wider and wider as he spoke, and he wasn’t sure if she was about to slap him, hug him, or just continue to part her lips until her jaw reached max expansion.

“Eat Lune?” she asked. “Eat Lune. Eat Lune, and the city brightens. Enough, perhaps, to blind it. Get rid of the void spawn that’s lived here for decades… Oh, Darkos. It’s brilliant.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Family Reunion




They were up at the crack of dawn the next day. The actual crack of dawn. Darkos didn’t know Geela could even be awake that early without turning into a pumpkin or something.

Yet here she was, stifling yawns and cursing the world perhaps, but awake and definitely not a pumpkin. There was a fiery energy in her, present in the way her fingers slowly flexed by her side, the way her lips twitched ever so slightly, the way her nostrils flared that terrified Darkos. Her face was just a tad too sinister to be even comparable to the sculptures he used to carve into gourds as a kid.

“I sent letters out last night,” Geela said as the two crept down into the sleepy lounge and ordered some strong tea to wake up. “To the Eight and the twins.” She held up a sleek, dark red envelope between two fingers. “This was pasted to the window this morning. Word moves fast. We have an address to meet Vera and Renby’s family now.”

Darkos picked up their mugs and plates as he and Geela took brief refuge at a cozy table near the glimmering coals.

“I’m glad you got the name of Alasha. Wouldn’t have had much luck sending out those letters otherwise.” Geela stared at the crumpet on her plate, a slightly mad look in her eyes. “Ever receive a letter that essentially says ‘you’re going to die in a few days?’”

Darkos swallowed. “No.” He kept forgetting that this was a blood prophecy. Someone was gonna die. Two people, actually. He’d talked to one. Very disconcerting.

“Probably a good thing. I mean, I’ve gotten so many by now that I’ve lost track, but the first few times you get one, it’s nerve-wracking.” She demolished the crumpet after another moment of intense scrutinizing. “You either get over your nerves, or you die.”

“But the twins, Alasha and Lu, they’re cool with it, right?” This sounded wrong in his mouth, but Geela nodded.

“Mhm. Wouldn’t do it if they weren’t.” She slapped down a few coins and grabbed Darkos by the cuff, escorting him from the building and out into the early dawn. “The fact that Alasha sought you out is evidence. You’re good on the worrying front.”

Geela’s ‘you’re good’ didn’t make him feel good. He tried again. “Aren’t they kinda being forced by the prophecy, though?” They wound their way through the streets, following Geela’s internal map. “Like could they say no?”

“Prophecies are messy like that,” Geela said. “You want to talk fate? Free will? I could say that everything we do is the work of Quorky the Time God, and we have no say at all. Or I could explain to you how every decision you make, down to when we blink, is the result of your brain processing everything that you’ve ever experienced and outputting a decision. In both cases, did you really have a say in what happened?”

It was way too early for this, and Darkos was pretty sure his brain shrunk with every word she said until it could probably fit into Jane’s skull.

“Uh.”

“Exactly.”

“But Geela—”

“They do have a say. Prophecies get borked all the time. God knows we were going to subvert this one when you had your stroke of genius.” Geela continued to tow Darkos through the streets until they were in a place thoroughly new to him. This city really was never-ending.

“So if the twins didn’t want to die, they could just ask?”

“They could ask. I wouldn’t kill them, personally, in that case. It’s messy and colors the ceremony a different shade. The Eight, on the other hand, would probably have no issue killing their mothers to bring back their grandparents.” She groaned and released Darkos long enough to massage her temples before latching back on. “This was a really annoying prophecy. Too many moving parts.”

“Yeah.” He was having a bit of a bad feeling about this but at the same time had to remember, he’d been the one to initiate it. Of course, Geela had already planned on initiating it because it was starting to frustrate her, and she wanted to save Vera and Renby, but Darkos had promoted it. Encouraged it. Perhaps he could have convinced Geela against it, but he didn’t.

So there would be blood on his hands. Darkos wasn’t terribly squeamish when it came to death, not anymore. The dissolution of the cult of Alerion had kinda nipped that in the bud.

Still, as they raced down a sleepy neighborhood road, Darkos couldn’t help but look at each house, wondering if this was the one where the blood cultists lived. Which of these cute, cookie-cutter houses contained the worshippers of Berta?

“You still look pale.”

Darkos looked at Geela, who had been eyeing his face with some level of nose wrinkle.

“Sacrifices feel weird. They’re not bad people or anything. Like if I could justify—”

“Darkos?”

“Geela?”

The two came to a stop right before the gate of a white picket fence.

“Remember how we’re going to use the prophecy to get Berta to eat Lune?” Geela asked.

“Yes.”

Her green eyes held him very seriously. “They don't know that.”

“They don’t know that.”

“No.”

Huh. She made a valid point. As far as Alasha, Lu, and the Eight were concerned, the prophecy was still intended for the city’s leaders or the church. These people absolutely expected to take out the Celestial Directors or maybe the priests of Celeste.

Little Sonatad.

Darkos puffed his chest out now, conviction stronger.

“We good?” she asked, and Darkos nodded.

The sun was just starting to bathe the streets with golden light when Geela grasped the little daisy-shaped door knocker and banged three times.

“Is that her? Someone get that!”

“The tea’s going, I’m pouring, someone else—”

“Oh my God, I’m in my dressing robe.”

“We told you, break of dawn!”

“Would someone please—”

The door swung open, and all noise inside the house ceased. In the doorway stood Alasha and Lu, dressed identically save for an L around one’s neck and an A around the other’s. Both women’s faces were masks of politeness, lips barely lifted at the end, eyes fixed straight on Geela.

“Ah, she has come at last,” said Alasha. “Enter.”

“Children,” said Lu, “the priestess has arrived.”

The twins escorted Darkos and Geela down a short hallway into a small parlor furnished with five couches surrounding a small stool. On each couch sat a set of twins. There was no sign of the hectic energy that had emanated from the house just moments before, except for the slight flush and labored breathing of one of the Eight.

Geela swept past them, sat on the stool, and tossed a lock of blond hair over her shoulder, wholly unintimidated by the furniture arrangement. Not that Darkos really blamed her. The house was a little too domestic to be scary. There was an easel with a messy child’s drawing on it shoved into a corner, and there was a coffee table with a bowl of green bananas off to the side. Darkos looked up at where each set of twins sat, staring blankly at Geela. They looked his age, maybe late twenties or early thirties. Were the children sleeping upstairs, or had they been moved to another house?

“We are honored by your presence, Priestess Ja’Eel,” started one of the Eight, her voice musical.

“We came at your call.”

“Your beckon.”

“Your whim.”

“To bring back the Sanguine Mother.”

If Darkos was being entirely honest with himself, this whole shtick had stopped seeming cool a while ago. He desperately wanted to just shout, ‘oh cut the crap and talk like normal human beings, good God,’ but Geela wouldn’t approve. She did like her ritual and appearances, so Darkos would go along with this. Besides, she spoke fluent cult. She got all this. She was in her element here, doing what she loved, exactly how she loved it.

“Oh, cut the crap and talk like normal human beings, good God.” Geela eyed them with disdain. “So much double talk, so many hidden meanings. We know why we’re here. This is a meeting, a meeting of business. We all have things the other wants, information, power, resources, and so we’re going to work together and bring old Berta back.”

The room hung in stunned silence for another two or three seconds, and Darkos couldn’t fight the smile that broke across his face. Oh, Geela. Always in control and just unpredictable enough to keep everyone guessing but herself.

“So,” Geela said, after another moment of silence, “I’ll start. This ends with you two dying.” She pointed at Lu and Alasha. “We onboard with that? Everyone?”

“Death has been our duty since birth,” said Lu.

“I mean, you and every other mortal,” Geela said. “But I need to hear a ‘yes I’m ready to die in the next forty eight hours,’ from you or this—” she waved a hand at the room of cultists “—gets called off.”

“We’ve lived nearly fifty good years,” said Alasha. “Raised children of our own. Met our grandchildren. We’ve made our ways through schools and graduations, through first and second and third jobs. Fell in love only to have our hearts broken.”

“Fell in love again,” said Lu, her voice sad. “And lost again.”

“Certainly not a lifetime’s worth of experiences,” said Alasha. “But a good run nonetheless. And a better run than our parents had. We are ready to sacrifice ourselves for the glorious purpose they have yet.”

“So yes,” said Alasha, “we are ready to die in the next forty eight hours.”

This definitely weighed more on Geela than on Darkos, but he still cognitively understood the importance of bringing back Vera and Renby. Both frozen for decades in different forms of eternal prisons, and at such young ages… it reminded Darkos of his ultimate goal to free the souls of the priests from Noire’s feasting. It had been a similar length of time, actually. Malevo had started the church of Alerion about fifty years ago.

Too many young innocents had suffered at the hands of terrible forces. This was just the first step in righting some of that.

“Where is Renby?” Darkos looked around the room, expecting Carlosi to unfold from behind a sofa, Renby’s body slung over her shoulder, rescued princess style. “Is Carlosi bringing him?”

Everyone in the room turned to him, and he sighed before anyone had the chance to point out why what he’d said had been stupid. It’s not necessarily that he’d figured out why it had been stupid, but in hindsight, he wasn’t surprised. It followed the recipe for a Stupid Comment.

Take one half-formed thought and mix it into a tense conversation. Sprinkle in a few vaguely kept secrets and bake under Geela’s scorching gaze for approximately three very painful seconds. Stick a fork in cause you’re done.

“Darkos—” Geela started, but one of the twins cut her off.

“So Carlosi has him.” Alasha drummed her fingers together, a contemplative look puckering her face. “We had reached out to the remaining circle, but of course, none confessed.”

“We bought the story that they’d repented.” Lu’s face turned dark. “Shunned them from our hearts, for they had shunned us.”

This seemed unfair, given the four surviving cult members had all been under the most scrutiny by the Directors and the Silver Guard. But then again, the cultists didn’t seem fussed with fairness.

Geela looked steamed but kept it under control. “Yes. We know where the boy is. One of our oldest associates has cared for him these long years.”

“He should have been with his family.” Alasha’s voice had dropped some of its sing-songy nature. “We could have looked after him.”

“His family wanted him dead,” Geela said. “You are powerful, yes, but you two were raised by Vera’s parents. The Chok family, I believe? They would have fallen like wet paper before the Talladaru. Besides, you were but babes yourselves back then. Vera’s parents could never have raised you both while creating the perfect zone of purity to keep the boy alive.”

None contested the point, but none looked happy at it.

“Moving on,” Geela said, “we must set a time for the ceremony. I have no interest in prolonging this process, for I have many other matters to attend to in these next few days. Tomorrow at noon shall be the appointed time. I give you, Alasha and Lu, the time until then as a gift to spend with your loved ones. The rest of you may spend that time with them. However, there will be tasks you each must accomplish during that time to prepare the Sanguine Chamber for the ritual.” She rose from her stool. “There are matters of preparation that we must discuss. I want Alasha, Lu, and three of the Eight of you, accompany me to a quiet space. My associate will remain with the other five, to monitor.”

The cultists grew uncomfortable at this request, which Darkos understood as soon as four of them, Alasha, Lu, and one set of twins, joined Geela, and the remaining three sets turned among each other to figure out how to split.

Finally, two men, each with Vera’s silky flat hair and Renby’s delicate nose, reluctantly parted. One accompanied Geela and the other four from the room. The other stayed with Darkos.

Darkos drummed his fingers together, watching the remaining Eight.

“So…” he started, knowing small talk was probably futile, “who’s house is this?”

“Hmm? Oh. It’s Dua Ace’s,” one of the men said. “She’s in there, with the priestess.”

“She’s got a kid?” Darkos nodded at the easel.

“Many of us do,” another said. “I have one of my own. Trea Ace and Quatra Bea do as well.”

“Ah yes, Trea Ace, Trea Bea, Quatra Bea, and Dua Ace,” said one of the men, the one whose twin was with Geela. “Because your children are the only ones that matter.”

The one to speak earlier, ostensibly Trea Bea, rolled his eyes. “All right, and Unus Bea, though I don’t know why he wants to talk about his son.”

Darkos leaned in, eager to hear the conflicts unfold.

“Hank is a perfectly good kid.”

“He’s a pony worshipper,” said one of two remaining women in the room. “It’s just not a good look for us, Unus Bea.”

“Not to mention the trouble with the law,” said her twin.

“Yes, because trouble with the law is something we as blood cultists ought to judge. He went to Celeste to obtain penance for his crimes. He’ll be out.” Unus Bea crossed his arms tightly across his chest.

More bickering broke out between the Eight, and Darkos started to piece together some useless parts of their lives. The Unus and Quatra twins were Lu’s. The Duo and Trea twins were Alasha’s. Unus Ace was the most successful of all of them, happily married and running his own business. Pretty much all of them had pretty functioning lives except Dua Bea who was a ‘cult no-lifer,’ which was apparently a bad look for someone who worshiped a dead Patron like Berta.

Trea Ace was the most fanatical, which made Dua Bea look all the sillier for being such a no-life, as Trea Ace was able to hold down a job, a spouse, and two children while making time to draw death circles in the midnight market.

Most of it made about as much sense to Darkos as did those wandering bards’ tales, the ones that were probably like ten years in the making, and you only ever heard a few weeks’ worth of installments before they left the town for another. The context was never quite there, but the mindless drama was addictive and easily digestible.

He could have watched them all day, flitting from classic sibling or cousin squabbles to deeply concerning cultish nonsense but all too soon, the door to the kitchen opened. Geela, Alasha, Lu, and who Darkos had since learned were Dua Ace, Dua Bea, and Unus Ace, all left. Immediately the bickering stopped, and everyone became imposing props again.

 Geela raised her hands as if in prayer, and all turned to her, eyes enraptured. “At the appointed hour,” she started, “when the sun sits at its apex in the sky, we will reunite the two young believers. They will be bathed in the blood of their daughters, who willingly give back the life they were gifted many decades ago. These things will happen at this time in order for the prophecy to be fulfilled. Should these things not come to pass, neither then will fate as ordained.” She turned then, very suddenly, and snapped her fingers once. “Come now, Darkos. We depart from this place.”

Darkos jumped to his feet. The decision to leave had taken him just as by surprise as it had everyone else in the room, but he supposed they didn’t have much time and probably had a lot of work to do.

Without any further words, the two left. Outside, it was bright and sunny and, surprisingly, well past noon. Darkos hadn’t even noticed Geela returning their disguises, but when he turned to her, he saw the familiar black hair and sallow skin had returned.

“You’re really only giving them til noon?” he asked as they walked back to their inn. “And that’s it? Like, prophecy is gone if they don’t.”

She rolled her eyes. “The amount of prep they have to do is staggeringly small, but even just in that quick meeting, the damned Eight started bickering over who’d get to do what and who had to do what, and it gave me a headache. I figured I would light a candle under their asses.” She sniffed. “They’ll get it done.”

The two traveled for a bit longer before hopping on the closest hovercart, since Geela had started whining about her feet and how tired she was. The hovercart seemed to have the personal objective of taking them to as many different locations in the city as possible before even entertaining the idea of bringing them to the Lounging Loon. Darkos didn’t mind. They were about to summon a Blood Witch to do battle with a void spawn. The city might be a bit holier in a few days, and not in the pious way.

It was nice to see as much of it as possible before said holes were punched into the fabric of the city. Even Geela didn’t seem to mind.

They didn’t notice anything was wrong until the cart landed at a station close to the church.

“Landing at Church Enforcement. Change here for the silver cartline. Doors will open on the right. Church Enforcement. The destination of this cart is: Feathers District.”

“What is going on out there?” Geela’s voice was a sight more aggressive than the mild-mannered conductor’s, but the shock was well deserved.

The entire church was swarming with guards. Not Silver Guard, mind, or at least, none that Darkos saw, but it was crawling with law enforcement and, surprisingly, medical teams.

Geela jumped to her feet just as the doors to the cart closed.

“Open them,” she said.

“Ma’am—”

Geela didn’t wait for the reprimand and instead pulled a small silver ball out of her bag and, before Darkos could say a word, tossed it at the doors, which immediately vanished. Not, like, burst into flames or flew open with a bang. Just vanished.

“Ma’am!” The conductor managed some passion with this reprimand, but Geela ignored him as she and Darkos exited. Behind her, she picked up the silver ball, and behind them, the gates reappeared on the cart.

“Next time, just let us leave.”

Nose high in the air, Geela wheeled on her heel and marched about eight feet before being stopped by a member of the law enforcement patrolling the area.

“Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to stay behind the yellow rope.” He pointed at the ground, where a yellow rope lay, creating a sad little border around the church.

“Oh?” Geela cocked an eyebrow, and Darkos braced for battle. “This is a public place. What’s going on here?”

The guard looked over his shoulder before back at the couple, face very solemn. “Several accusations have been levied against the church. Really really bad stuff. Apparently, one of the priests is being accused of dealing sparkle noodles.”

Geela gave the fakest gasp Darkos had ever heard, even going so far as to clap a hand to her mouth, all while her eyes did none of the things they were supposed to do during a gasp. Instead, she continued to fix the guard with a stony stare.

“Sparkle noodles? Oh, the humanity. I need to speak to the High Priest about something important.”

Darkos wasn’t sure if Geela wanted to loop Sonatad in on their plans, but it turns out even if she did, she wasn’t going to have a chance.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” the guard said. “High Priest Sonatad has been arrested for his part in several crimes, including illegal noodle trade and personally drugging his entire parish. A preliminary court hearing will be held to see if the allegations hold weight.” The guard looked almost stricken. “If the plaintiffs are successful, this could spell the end of the entire church.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Very Important Legal Jargon




“They’re wrong, Gale.”

“Yes, Drake, I’m well aware.”

“No like, wrong wrong.” Darkos’s voice ticked up a pitch, clearly very agitated. “Gale, this could be really, really bad. What’s the sentence for this? Weren’t you sixteen when the Silver Guard tried to execute you?”

Geela didn’t respond to this immediately. Her eyes trailed over the ‘crime scene.’ Men and women in golden robes moved crates about the church property. There were a dozen yellow carriages with shimmering blue stripes across them, indicating the property of the Celestial Department of Health Services. CDHS had been called in to provide medical treatment to the purple parishioners. Many of the victims just looked confused. Not even drug confused. More ‘why am I purple?’ confused. Their wellbeing wasn’t the real issue, though. No, the real issue was that the city was officially and legally involved.

This was all Geela’s fault, leaving the church in the middle of her scheme to clear her head. She’d told Sonatad to get his people out of the church, told him he’d needed a special team, and then promptly forgotten about him. Likely, Eve had shown up an hour or so after and found the mess. Sonatad, in his cherubic innocence, had probably lied about why he was evacuating the church to keep Lune’s involvement with the whole noodles debacle hushed. And Eve and Fairy, knowing full well Geela’s scheme, had probably thought Sonatad was responsible. After all, things had gone wrong, and he was lying. What else were the two powderheads supposed to think?

“Sonatad wouldn't do this,” Darkos whispered. “How could anyone think he would?”

Geela didn’t respond for a second, before she nodded sharply, making up her mind. “We’re going to jail, Drake. We’re going to find Sonatad and clear this up.” That wouldn’t be hard, not once she explained to Eve that the boy had been under Geela’s orders to stay quiet. This whole thing had likely been spearheaded by Eve, and she was in Geela’s pocket.

Once they were out of earshot of law enforcement, Geela let out a much angrier groan. “I wish I’d caught Eve and Fairy before they got to the church. Now even if we get Berta to eat Lune, we still have legal nonsense to sort through.” Geela didn’t like legal nonsense. She hadn’t really studied law in any depth at school, given the subject had rather little relevance to her. Even back then, she knew that the importance of law would continue to steeply diminish as far as she was concerned. “Even once Sonatad is out of jail, we’ll have to provide sufficient evidence that the church was invaded by malevolent forces to prevent the parishioners from losing faith and fleeing the religion.”

“Definitely not good if we want to stop Lune from sending all that broken faith to Noire.” Darkos glanced over his shoulder at the enforcers surrounding the church. “We need to stop her, fast.”

“That’s only half the problem now. Even if we stop Lune with Berta, that power still gets emitted if we can’t save the church.” Geela wouldn’t say it out loud—and Darkos didn’t ask for any further clarification—but personally, she was worried Berta might snatch that power up and become significantly harder to handle. This also begged the question of what to do with Berta once this all ended. Geela was very much hoping Carlosi wouldn’t mind dealing with her. But if Berta’s power exploded, doubling or even tripling, she might get out of hand. Carlosi wanted to worship the kind of Blood Witch that asked for sacrificed livestock and required damned circles to cause buildings to collapse. Not the kind of Blood Witch that sought to destroy entire regions.

“So, how do we stop the church from being slandered by Lune?” Darkos asked. “Is it already too late? Everyone looks really bummed out.”

“I’m hoping Eve and Fairy can help.” Because that always worked. But Geela was short on time to verse herself in legal matters. “Ideally the initial trial will be in a few days, once the plaintiffs have time to make their case. That initial trial dictates whether a greater case is opened. If it passes the initial investigation there’s almost nothing we can do. A long, drawn-out court battle would cause the church to hemorrhage followers, regardless of the ultimate ruling.”

By this point, the two had arrived at the local punitive office. Geela strode in, her classic ‘do not mess with me’ face on. It was very effective, and she managed to make it through the reception office, down multiple halls, and all the way to the bailiff’s desk without a single ‘uh, ma’am? Can I help you?’

“Ma’am—” started the bailiff, but Geela gave him no time.

“I need to see one of the prisoners. High priest Sonatad.” She looked down her majestic nose at him, and he swallowed nervously.

“Oh. Uh, yes. I mean no. Uh, let me check my papers.”

Geela’s dark nails tapped ominously on his desk while the poor man shuffled through his folders. He was clearly new and, deep down, must know that Geela would not leave until she had seen the High Priest.

“Oh! Oh. Oh…” The man swallowed, and he forced a weak grin. “Er. Ah. Uh. Gah—”

“The next sound out of your mouth had best be a word,” Geela said. “Specifically a ‘yes, right this way,’ or some other variant. I’m not picky as long as I hear what I want.”

“Right. Well, so, he’s in cell four, but he isn’t supposed to see visitors.”

“Good.” Geela turned towards the gate leading to the cells. “We won’t tell.”

“You can’t. Please.” He lowered his voice. “These rules are very serious and very absolute.”

“Rules are a poor thing to get in the way of justice,” Geela said, taking another step towards the cells.

“Ma’am, I’ll lose my job!” The man’s voice finally broke. “The rules are set by the person who brought him in, and she said no visitors before the preliminary trial. I can’t let you go in.” He swallowed, and he looked like he wanted to die. “I’ll have to use—I’ll have to use… force.” This last word was said in a weak whisper.

Geela’s lips tightened so much that they went white. “Who are the plaintiffs? They brought him in, I’m assuming.”

He grimaced. “Not quite. There are no obvious plaintiffs yet. It’s The Church of Celeste v The Celestial City. The stakes are huge. Right now, the person who officially lobbied the charges is a professor from the academy, but she’s not the official plaintiff.”

“And she said no visitors?” Geela asked.

He nodded.

“I presume that was Professor Eve Elle?” Geela sighed. This was going to take some extra time if she had to stop by the academy to bawl out Eve and Fairy instead of just letting Sonatad know he could tell the court everything he knew. Still, it might not be stupid to get the two women on the right page.

“I can’t say.” The bailiff’s face broke out in a sweat. “To protect her safety.”

“It’s Eve for sure,” Geela said. “Well, Drake, I suppose we have some time to kill before tomorrow morning. Let’s go pay them a visit.”

Darkos looking longingly at the gate to the cells. “Poor kid,” he said. “All alone and probably scared witless. Why would Eve say no visitors?”

“To stop anyone from getting to him? He’s, what, twelve?” If Lune had come or any of the drug kingpins or even angry parishioners, he could be in a lot of danger. Eve may have been a moron, but she wasn’t cruel. Sonatad had been lucky. If Geela’s position had been swapped with Eve’s, it’d be open season.

“So we really can’t see him?” Darkos turned some pretty serious dog eyes at Geela. If he’d had a tail, it’d be thumping despondently.

“Do you want me to incinerate this place to get him out?” she asked, voice relaxed and very audible. “I’ll do that. Just say the word.”

Darkos’s puppy eyes drooped. “Oh. Yeah, I guess not.”

“Then let’s off to the academy. Thank you for your time,” she said to the bailiff. “You’ve been perfectly useless.”

Darkos still looked sad as the two changed route, heading north to the academy. Boy liked to pretend he was lawful good, but his concerns about wrong or right in the eyes of any governing body went out the window the moment his gut told him the law was wrong.

Neutral good, Geela decided. Didn’t quite have the stones for chaos.

They blew into Eve’s office with a tired fanfare, and when they burst through the door, Fairy barely jumped.

“Oh. Oh yes. Oh yes, Geela, you’d best see Eve. She’s not happy at all.”

Geela, for her part, hadn’t even slowed her pace as she strode across the antechamber and marched into Eve’s room.

“Why is High Priest Sonatad in jail?” Geela asked. Yes, she knew why, and yes, the professor would have had no reason not to get him in trouble, but Darkos was the one she had to be honest with, not this woman.

Here, control of information was important.

“Geela! What the hell happened out there? It seemed the church was rather in disarray. Rather torn up, I dare say. And the boy was hiding things.” Eve crossed her arms, tutting, but she looked frazzled and on the back foot from Geela’s question. “We looked into it. There were noodles everywhere! Did you know?” Eve looked uncertain, her bushy eyebrows alternating between pinched and raised as her eyes darted from Geela to Darkos and back.

“Oh, he was. He would have to be when the woman in charge of hiding the noodles in the church lived in its very dorms.” Geela crossed her arms, her dark shawl hanging from them imposingly. “Lune hid the noodles in the walls. She was the only one unaffected by them, having hidden in her room all day. I told the boy not to tell anyone what he knew until I returned, but I was… occupied. I never would have expected this from you. I’m disappointed. We couldn’t even visit him.”

Eve tried to get angry at the accusation. “I did what seemed best!”

“This situation is far too complex for you to stop at ‘seemed.’ Now there’s a little boy, alone in jail, abandoned by his city, his church, by all four of us.” Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t care, Eve, but you? You should. Do you have any children of your own?”

Eve’s lip trembled. “A daughter.”

“Picture her in there. Praying.” This was fun.

“Oh, dear. I hadn’t thought. I just wanted to—”

Geela held up a hand. “Enough. This dawdling is unimportant. As the one to level the charges, I’ll need you to advocate for the boy. By the time the trial starts, I’ll have evidence of the real culprit, and we should be able to smooth this over. I just need you to emphasize his innocence before then, explain what you know, what you’ve learned.”

Eve nodded. “How are you going to get so much evidence before tomorrow?”

It was Geela’s eyebrows’ turn to shoot skyward. “Tomorrow?”

“That’s when the initial trial is. Tomorrow at noon.”

Could a single thing go right? Just one? Any, Geela wouldn’t be picky.

“Ah. Well.”

Could this work? They’d spend the evening and following morning preparing for the ritual, which would start at noon and probably only run for an hour. Then they could blitz to the church, get Berta to do her thing while someone, Darkos maybe, rummaged through Lune’s belongings to find evidence of her evil. Then they’d have to rush to the courthouse to present. They didn’t need to be there at the start. Just needed to show up before it ended. A typical hearing of this size could run for four or more hours.

It’d be tight but doable.

“All right. No, no, no, this is okay. What I’ll need you to do, then, is prolong the trial. Let it go as long as possible.” Eve was a professor, so if anyone should know how to drag out a single subject into hours of lecture, it’d be her.

Eve’s jaw still quavered. “We’ll do our damnedest. I’m so sorry. Didn’t realize the effects my haste would have. Then it’s not even the whole church, eh? Just Lune. What a dunderhead I am.”

“Mhm,” Geela agreed. “Shame. Anyway, I think that’s all I need from you. Goodness knows I need to conserve as many brain cells as possible for tomorrow.”

“What are you going to do? To get the info?”

Geela’s lips stretched into a smile. “Oh, just kill a void spawn. And no, I’m not telling you how. It’s time I started trusting those who deserve it and not letting my schemes fall to the ears of those too incompetent to carry them out. Come, Darkos. We’re leaving.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Welcome Back to the Land of the Living!




A gong sounded as the sun reached its apex overhead. Midnight would have been better, all things considered, but Geela had been worried about the Eight getting everything together in time. And, in hindsight, it was a really good thing she didn’t push it to the next day.

They all stood in the Sanguine Chamber beneath the Academy. Sun streamed in from the crevice above that peered into the sky hundreds of feet above them. It pooled in the center of a circle formed by the Eight, who held hands and chanted ancient blood magic intonations.

Geela stood at one end of the circle, next to Renby’s body, which lay on a stone slab, covered in sigils. Across from her stood Carlosi, who guarded the bloodrock-encased body of Vera. Halfway between Geela and Carlosi, stood Alasha. Across from her stood Lu.

Darkos was the only one not in the circle. He’d been granted the honor of ringing the gong, a sacred duty that he’d begged Geela for, claiming he’d never rang a gong before in his life, and it was one of his sole, deepest, and most heartfelt desires.

Personally, Geela was just happy to not have him too involved in the ceremony. He seemed to have forgotten that Alasha and Lu would both be sacrificed and had been chipper with his task.

Geela unsheathed her heavy iron knife, and a shiver ran up her body at the sound of it slithering from its sheath. The last time she’d heard that sound was moments before slitting one of her favorite apprentices' throat. Now it would bring him back. Fitting in a messed up kinda way. It would only cost the life of a daughter he never knew.

Then again, Renby and Vera never would have guessed that their deaths would have been part of the prophecy. They’d have a lot to catch up on when they woke again.

With a sharp movement, she held out the dagger dramatically as the chanting stopped.

“To the Mistress of the Red do I offer this gift.” Lu stepped forward. Interesting. Geela briefly wondered how they’d decided whose life would be offered for which parent. Perhaps it was random. It didn't really matter because Geela didn’t really care, and neither was going to live long enough to give her a detailed rundown of the complexities behind their decisions.

“Long ago, an offering was given unto you, a gift of blood, of life, eternal and ageless, forever undying.” Lu knelt before Geela, and she looked to the boy on the rock beside her. He really did look pathetic, but not as pathetic as the doting eyes of his daughter, which fell on him with such sickly sweetness that Geela’s nose wrinkled. With a slash of her blade, she made quick work of her first offering.

“We ask that you relinquish your grasp on him and hold, instead, the life of this token of our undying servitude.” As Lu’s gaping mouth emitted some unpleasant noises, the room began to pulsate. In the back of her ears, Geela could hear a heartbeat, slow and angry, throbbing. Not her own, but rather one that did not match her beat. Her vision stretched and contracted with it, darkening with a dull red sheen, and a putrid odor of foul blood filled the air.

She raised her dagger, blood dripping from it, and held it over Renby’s head, the drops landing on his forehead and running down his angel-like features. “Bring back the servant of viscera and ichor. Bring back he that would serve you. Bring back Irenthbry Talladaru.”

The symbols on the stone glowed a shocking bright red, as did the symbol Geela had cut into his throat so many years ago. The thudding grew louder, if not faster, and she looked up to the gong, where a slackjawed Darkos stood, jaw slack. This was his cue, but he remained still, jaw wistfully reaching for the floor. Geela twitched a finger at him, indicating, ‘get the hell over here,’ and he finally snapped out of it, relocated his jaw in place, and hurried to Renby’s side.

This was the part that made Geela most nervous. It had been a while since Darkos had used his healing powers, and while he was technically correct that they shouldn't trigger any Noire nonsense, she still watched anxiously. It had been a necessity, however, because none of the Eight knew how to heal. It had fallen to Geela to find a way to heal Renby once Berta released his soul. Her options had been pausing the ceremony to frantically tie Renby’s hair up in pigtails in the hope that her magic hair bow would knit together his slit throat before he had time to die again or use Darkos.

Darkos ended up winning against the bow. It had been a close race.

Now he rushed up to Renby’s side and placed a hand on the young man’s blood-stained face. He began murmuring under his breath. Was it a prayer to Alerion? Did Darkos know how to heal without invoking the false God? Would this even work?

For a moment, Geela regretted not going the pigtails route.

Then, with a rather impressive gasp for someone so small, Renby inhaled sharply. The symbol on his throat had closed, though a dark scar still glowed on it. He was very alive.

Okay, time to rejoice later, Geela had a second twin to kill and a second apprentice to bring back.

“Father,” Alasha whispered, holding out a hand towards Renby, but Geela would give her no time. Berta was, after all, still primarily trapped with the spell cast by Vera’s entombment. She’d released Renby to hold on to Lu’s soul, but the process was slow and might end before Renby was, mentally, all returned if Geela didn’t free Vera and Berta now.

Part two. Say hi to mummy!

“Berta, I invoke you to return from your imprisonment. Do not frown on your followers who cast you away, but smile on them for returning!” This was a harder sell. Berta had gone a little nuts after they’d sacrificed Renby to pull her away from the errant cultists. She’d begun raving about using his blood to fuel a reign of blood and terror like none before had ever seen.

Admittedly, between the three errant cultist sacrifices, and Renby’s death at the hands of Geela, she’d had more immediate power at that moment than ever before. So it was natural that it’d go to her head a bit. Unfortunately, Geela’s deliberately vague wish for ‘power’ had kinda been pretty aggressively granted at that moment. Berta asked Geela if she was ready to take the next big step, but it had kinda been a lot for Geela to handle right then, and with the Academy security bearing down on her, and the familiar glow of the Silver Guards’ magic growing closer, Geela had been forced to politely decline Berta’s offer by sealing her in an eternal tomb with another favorite apprentice.

So now she needed to form a newer wish when Berta appeared, assuming the witch would. Hopefully, she’d let bygones be bygones.

The pulsing in the room during Renby’s revival had nothing on this one. With each pulse, her knees grew weaker and weaker. She had to keep it together to finish the sacrifice, so she motioned harshly for Alasha to get over to her.

The woman stumbled the last few steps as the powers of Berta’s growing presence overwhelmed her as well. She fell to her hands and knees just as she reached Geela.

“Accept this offering, bred from the combined bloodlines of two powerful fanatics who died in your service. Accept this gift forged out of prophecy. Accept this life, taken by the hand of your most faithful servant. Return to us as we free you from our folly.”

Slish-slash, two in the hole, and Geela’s knife dripped anew with more blood. This one was more complicated cause she really needed a lot of it on the rock, but the whole room pounded with pressure from all around them. Time to get messy.

She wiped her blade down the side of Vera’s tomb before just picking up handfuls of blood and painting it on the rock. It was a hard task to do in a dignified manner, given every second or so, another massive heartbeat would crash down, making the room throb with such powerful energy that Geela could barely stand.

Accept it, you damned witch.

Finally, as Geela covered the last of the exposed bloodrock with blood, the air around her cracked and shattered, and suddenly oxygen flooded into Geela’s lungs, freshening her brain and filling her with a giddy sense of relief.

She righted her stature, though she still staggered with each step, feeling more as though she’d fall into the sky should she stumble and keel over. Now, this she’d missed.

“Who has summoned the Blood Witch Berta Sanguine to this realm?” Her voice was still that creaky, inhumane noise, the weird spider-skittering sound. “Speak now or breathe your last.”

Before Geela's eyes, the witch began to take form, a grotesque, ethereal monster looming over Vera’s crypt.

“It’s Geela. Been a bit. We’re trying to take out a void spawn and figured we could use your help. That really is the long and short of it.” Geela craned her neck up to see the towering being.

A noise—probably laughter if you could somehow compare the sound of a mass of writhing worms squiggling down someone’s throat to laughter—emitted from the Blood Witch. “Always so certain, aren’t we, Geela. Then, what do I get in return?”

“Your prophecy gets fulfilled,” Geela said, voice matter of fact. “All the power that comes from destroying a void spawn goes straight to you.”

This took Berta aback. “The prophecy didn’t mention a void spawn!”

“Didn’t really mention anything in specific. Just a great power of the Celestial City, the removal of which would cause the city to go blind.” Geela could smell blood, probably from the blood trickling from her nose, and she sniffed. “Right now, the church of Celeste is under attack from the void spawn. If the spawn wins, it’ll plunge the city back into darkness, but if it loses, the brightness will shine over the city a thousandfold—”

“And blind them. That’s a pretty soft interpretation, Geela.” Berta sounded miffed. “Didn’t take you for the heroic type.”

Geela’s face wrinkled at the comparison. “Absolutely not. This is Noire’s child we’re dealing with. I need to snuff out its posterity if I’m going to destroy it.”

“Noire’s? Fascinating. So I’m being pulled into your squabbles with your old Patron.” But she leaned forward now, more corporeal and less ethereal. The long nails tapped against each other, and Geela could almost smell the rust-colored grime underneath them. Berta’s eyes flashed a glittering black that Geela couldn’t see through in the slightest. She had the witch’s attention. Good.

“If you aren’t interested in consuming the power of one of Noire’s children, I can find another way. This worked out best for me, and I figured you’d enjoy the challenge. Buuuuut if you aren’t—”

“Ah ah, putting words in my mouth.” Berta stepped down from atop the stone that still held Vera. The witch shimmered as light filtered through her opaque body. “I am very interested in eating this spawn. And, of course, fulfilling my prophecy will also give me an inordinate amount of power. But I need assurance that you won’t just lock me back up with one of your pets again.”

Geela had expected this, but she had some stipulations. “Well, I won’t be locking you up, but I also won’t be helping you take over the Celestial City, so no threatening to ‘icepick the backs of my knees and drink from them like from a watery melon.’”

“I didn’t say icepick—”

“Carlosi won’t help either.” Geela glanced back at the woman, who knelt by Renby’s side with Darkos. She looked over at Geela at the sound of her name.

“Priestess? You called?”

“I said you weren’t gonna help Berta take over the Celestial City,” Geela called back.

“Oh yes. Sorry, beloved witch, but I’m a bit old for that.” Carlosi turned back to Renby, who’d yet to wake.

Geela turned back to Berta, arms crossed. “So you don’t have our buy in. Could either try the kids or go for the Eight.”

Berta’s nose puckered as she looked at the sprawled bodies of the Eight, who’d collapsed within three pulses of her magic.

“Well, I won’t promise that I won’t try. But there are other ways to use my newfound power, I suppose.” Then she clicked her tongue in disappointment. “Of course, then I’d find myself rudderless. Would you serve me if I swore off taking out the Celestial City?”

“God, no. No offense, Berta, because we go way back, but I’m very over Patrons.” The Celestial City was not enough of a prize for Geela to give up her freedom.

“I would,” came Carlosi’s even voice from behind them. Geela turned to see the woman had risen from Renby’s side, standing taller now than both Geela and Berta. “In my heart, I never truly turned from the old ways. You may not remember me from my time serving, but I practiced under Priestess Geela during your last reign. I’ve grown in power, and I would be honored to serve you in exchange for the city’s salvation.”

Berta eyed her over. “I remember you, Carlosi. Always the charismatic one.” Her voice creaked at this, almost rattling as if in laughter. “I accept your offer. Would any of the other disciples consider returning?”

Carlosi’s face remained serene. “I can reach out to Gene and Illisadra. The former left the city after the Priestess fled. The latter is away on business, but I will speak with them. And if Renby or Vera wish to remain as disciples, I will train them.”

Berta nodded. “All right, sounds good. I get a new cult, a finished prophecy, and a tasty void spawn. I’ll take what I can get.”

“And no ice-picking knees!” Geela said. “Or any other pain or death-inducing acts on anyone here as retaliation for my refusal to serve.”

“Ugh.” Berta waved a hand. “Since when did you study law? I suppose after you wormed what you wanted out of my prophecy, I shouldn't have expected anything else.”

“I didn’t translate your prophecy,” Geela said. “My henchman did. But he learned from the best. I could do worse, and you know it.”

“Fine, no ice-picking, no retaliation. What you said, so it shall be. And—” she turned on Carlosi, a more excited gleam on her face “—what you said, so it shall be.”

With this, an unexpectedly heavy thrum of magic broke out across the cave, and all fell to the floor, even Geela.

The last pound was an isolated blast, and when Geela picked herself up from the floor, she saw the bloodrock melting from around Vera. Carlosi ran to catch the young woman as the last of the stone vanished.

Then the room fell into silence.

Darkos was, of course, the one to break the silence. “Uh, Geela? Is she… coming back?”

Geela nodded, eyes lifting through the air, tracing the faint scent of blood. “Yes, she will. She just needs a few moments to compile. Don’t want her taking form all half baked and melting.”

“Yeah, no, she was gross enough in ghost form.”

“Darkos! Rude.”

“Oh, Gods! Oh Gods, what’s happening? Professor? I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe!”

This delightfully panicked interruption burst forth from the obviously very much breathing Renby. In his defense, the whole breathing thing was a new development.

Geela wheeled on her foot to face where the boy was sitting upright, knees pulled to his chest, face very pale. His head rested on his knees, and one hand clutched his throat. His face was very distraught, all crumpled and sad though his eyes lit up when they saw Geela.

“Oh, thank the red, I thought for a moment…” His fingers closed a bit around his neck, trembling just a little. “Well. I had every reason to believe that you would go through with the sacrifice.” Despite his words, he sounded very uncertain, and Geela’s heart twisted as his eyes darted around the shattered and dark chamber before falling on Geela.

“Don’t be ridiculous, of course, I did.” She sniffed. “The city would be a pile of embers had I not. It was a glorious death, I assure you.”

“I don’t remember a lot of glory,” Carlosi said. “He went down like a sack of wet bricks.” A wry grin twisted on her face. “Poor kid.”

Renby looked at her, eyes switching to puzzlement. “You were there? I don’t remember anyone but the inner circle being present.” He crossed his arms. “Who’s she?”

Geela and Carlosi exchanged a look, one part smug, one part sympathetic, one part amused.

“I’ve known Priestess Geela for decades,” Carlosi said. She strode towards him, away from Vera’s side, who was still out cold. Once she reached him, she crouched down, her face softening. “It’s good to see you awake again, though.”

The young man rolled his eyes. “Ridiculous. Professor Scilatia is barely even ‘decades’ old. For you to have known her for literal ‘decades,’ you’d have to have known her from her hometown. And anyone who knows anything about her knows that she would never associate with someone from the Farmland Regions.” Then, despite his tremors, he lifted his chin at her as if to say ‘so there.’

“God, he’s still eighteen, isn’t he.” Carlosi looked back at Geela, a grin on her face. “Still a little know-it-all.”

Carlosi was absolutely right, and Geela couldn’t hold back a smile herself. “We’ll have you caught up soon, Renby,” she said. “Once Vera joins us—”

As if roused by the sound of her name, Vera joined them with a gasp and a scream.

“Geela!”

Geela hurried to the girl’s side, sending out some sensory feelers in case Berta had pulled any shenanigans. But it seemed as if the woman’s scream had been more out of fear than out of pain.

“Good morning, Vera.”

Vera continued to look around the cavern in a blind panic before locking onto her priestess. “Geela.” Now she sounded almost petulant. “You didn’t let her go, did you? The whole point was that I was supposed to stop her from going back to the Mortal Realm! Now the whole thing was practically for nothing.”

God, had they always been so whiny?

“Stop who from getting to the Mortal Realm?” Renby asked, peering over Carlosi’s shoulder at Vera. “What the hell happened to you? You’re covered in blood.”

“What the hell happened to me?" Vera stared at Renby before blinking twice. "What the hell happened to you? You’re supposed to be dead.” Then she looked back at Geela. “He’s supposed to be dead. I saw him, throat slit and everything, all white and gasping like a dead fish.”

“Dead fish can’t gasp,” Renby shot back. “They’re dead.”

“Dead boys can’t talk, but that’s clearly not stopping you—”

“All right, enough of this!” Geela said. “Berta will be reformed any moment, and I don’t want her to show up in the middle of a fight.”

“We will catch you up when we have a few moments,” Carlosi said, absentmindedly wiping blood from Renby’s forehead.

Renby, however, was starting to get his wits about him, and Geela could see cogs turning. “Who are they?” he asked, gesturing at the Eight—who were still unconscious on the floor—and the twins—who lay dead in puddles of their own blood. “Are those… the errant disciples? Or the other inner circle? Professor, did you kill the others? Illisadra and Gene? Amy and Carlosi…” His eyes refocused then to land on Carlosi, who sat about a foot from him. He would have last seen her nearly fifty years ago, barely half a decade older than him. “No.”

“I’d say it’s been a while, but I’ve seen more of you in the past few decades than you of me, I dare say,” she said.

“Professor!” This time his voice cracked a bit, either out of panic or because his throat was still healing. “How long was I dead?” His eyes combed over Carlosi. “It’s been, what, twenty years?”

“Only twenty years!” asked Vera. “God, it felt like an eternity.”

“Twenty years?” asked Carlosi. “How poorly do you think I’ve aged?”

“Try nearly fifty,” Geela said with an eye roll.

Renby and Vera both groaned.

“I thought it had been a hundred at least,” Vera said. “Some guardian I am. Didn't even last half a century.”

“My parents are gonna kill me,” Renby said.

“Oh my God, Renby. Speaking of parents—” Vera cut off suddenly, looking at Geela, then at Carlosi, and then very pointedly at Renby.

“No sense in keeping that secret,” Geela said. “We know. About your little… ones. Not so little, actually. Pushing fifty. Had eight children, even got to see some grandkids pop along. They had good lives.”

“They’re dead already?” Renby asked. “What happened?”

“We sacrificed them,” Carlosi said. “...for you.”

“You wanted to bring Berta back?” Vera asked. “But why?”

Geela stopped herself from correcting the young woman. Technically Geela had only really wanted to bring the two of them back. Berta’s revival was an unfortunate side effect, before Darkos's cunning made it a rather fortuitous coincidence. But the two could probably wait on having their egos stroked.

“One of Noire’s bastard children has corrupted the Church of Celeste,” Geela said. “We wordsmithed the prophecy to find a way to get Berta to help us destroy the spawn.”

Before she could say more, a heavy smell of iron filled the room, and all fell silent. This time it was no mere, omnipresent vibration, however. It was a presence, an entity, and it swirled about the room before landing and taking form.

She wasn’t quite as wrinkly and decrepit in corporeal form, probably preferring a slightly more put-together look in favor of one falling apart in decay. Still, there was no mistaking the hideous figure that stood before them, hair thin and eyes bloodshot, her veins seizing any chance to shine through her papery, translucent skin. She inhaled deeply, nostrils flaring, before exhaling, her breath smelling of blood and something ancient and deadly.

“It is good to once again feel,” Berta said. “Shall we go hunt down your void spawn then? I am so very hungry.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Neutralizing Lune




The real battle was against the clock. Prior to the ritual, Geela had done everything in her power to drag out the preliminary trial. She’d explained the situation to Eve and Fairy, her own role in the purple parishioners, and Sonatad’s general innocence. Both women had looked positively green upon learning their mistake. It was actually kind of a weight off her chest, watching Eve jump straight over blame to guilt.

‘Oh my dear, I put the boy straight in prison. Worry not, Ms. Bronwyn; we’ll stall out that trial til you get the proof you need of Lune’s evil. You’ll get that proof, right?’

Yes, Eve, she would get that proof. The proof in the form of Lune’s goons confessing in the wake of their mistress’s death, trembling under the pressure of being fed to Berta. That would be a sight worth seeing, wouldn’t it?

Well, they weren’t going to see it if Geela couldn’t get Darkos and Berta to hustle. She’d left Carlosi to make sure Vera and Renby got some rest or food or whatever it is one needed after decades of being imprisoned in stasis. Once she was reasonably sure that the two weren’t going to die again, Carlosi would watch over the Eight, who no doubt expected to see Berta take out the sun or something glorious.

Boy, would they be in for a shock. Carlosi had assured Geela that she could handle the Eight, should they attempt to pull Berta back to their control. Geela had full faith in her old disciple.

The last person Geela had strategically planted was the person she really needed to stop trying to use strategically. But despite being stupid and clumsy and hapless and lacking in any kind of skill, wit, talent, grace, charm, brains, or power, Jane was loyal. Geela didn’t need her to do much of anything, just sit at the trial and send notes back. Just having someone in her pocket at the courthouse would hopefully keep Eve and Fairy accountable and maybe calm down the probably panicking High Priest.

That’s all she really needed to do while Geela, Darkos, and Berta rushed to the Church of Celeste. Even Jane couldn’t mess that up too badly, right?




* * * * *




A butterfly drifted dreamily through the room, and with it, Jane’s thoughts. The court reminded her a bit of school, which made her nervous because school made her nervous. At least there wouldn’t be a test at the end of the trial. Mistress Geela had stressed that there might be an apocalypse at the end, and that was certainly worse than a test, but it didn’t weigh on her stomach nearly as badly as a test might.

The court proceedings had begun, with the bailiff reading out a bunch of false accusations against the little priest that Darkos tried so hard to protect. It made Jane feel a bit bad because pretty much half of what he was being accused of was her fault, but Mistress Geela had also insisted she not confess to her crimes.

She was just supposed to sit and watch, but there wasn’t much to watch except the butterfly. Jane let out a long sigh. Courts sure were stuffy.




* * * * *




The cathedral loomed in the distance as Geela deftly navigated her little party through security. They were no match for her illusions, and it was almost boringly easy to sneak by.

Geela actually kinda missed having a real foe she could fight. This had all been a battle of wits and politics, which she did love, but she’d barely had a chance to really pull out some actual magic. And she’d had almost no opportunities to flaunt her identity. Damned Gale Bronwyn was a blight on Geela’s radiant history. No dramatic costumes, no showy reveals. All she’d gotten was a bumblefudger of unimpressed humdrum from Eve and Fairy.

Maybe she could do something cool to show off to Lune before spoonfeeding her to the Blood Witch. Would be fun to see the batty void spawn drop the act for a few seconds, realizing how thoroughly outmaneuvered she’d been.

Geela would consider it. For now, they had other concerns.

“How are we going to find her followers?” Darkos asked as they walked through the empty halls of the church. “Do you even think there’s anyone left in here?”

“Lune’s here,” Geela said with absolute certainty. “She needs to sponge up the snap break power, and this will be the source of that. As for her followers…” This was tougher. Someone had to have sewn the noodles throughout the church. Lune had to have had at least one accomplice, though likely more. But they wouldn’t leave the church empty with only Lune in it. “Keep your eyes open for anyone here that looks like clergy. And for anyone who looks like Celestial City law enforcement. Or anyone cleaning out noodles. Just—let me know if you see anyone.”

Geela’s illusion wasn’t quite invisibility. She could, of course, manage invisibility, but right now, she was focusing most of her power on a magic concealer to keep Berta’s aura hidden from Lune. So Geela had settled on an eye slider, a spell that created something strange or alluring out of the corner of your eye whenever you looked too close to the party. It was enough for security guards who were simply surveilling an area for anything unusual, but it wouldn’t be good if they ran into anyone in a hall. She did, of course, have a few enchantments prepped. Darkos had his ring of fields. Geela had a flash dagger, a psio tiara, and a hand chain of corruptive force. And then they had Berta, of course. She was both their best weapon and their greatest liability. Watching the Blood Witch drain some interfering celestial guards would be fun, but it would also cause a ruckus.

And the last thing they needed was a ruckus.

Darkos held up a hand suddenly as they approached a hallway intersection. “Someone’s coming,” he whispered. “Footsteps. I’ll scout ahead.”

Geela held out a hand, instinctively, to catch Berta. Her fingers connected with the witch’s slimy, weird tunic dress thing that was made out of what felt like slugskin. A chill crept up her arm as she withdrew the hand.

Darkos slunk up to the intersection, feet falling soundlessly on the ground. He peered down the hallway to the left before tucking and rolling across the hallway. After a second or two, he waved for them to follow.

Geela and Berta scurried past the hallway with the grace of an elderly cow and a seven-legged spider, respectively.

“Who was it?” Geela asked Darkos when the party rejoined. “A guard or a priest?”

“Brother Cadence,” Darkos said. “The priest that we first met when we visited, the one who introduced us to Sonatad. I don’t know what he’s doing here.”

“Not a clue at all?” Berta asked, her voice an amused creak.

“He’s gotta be working with Lune,” Geela said. “Dammit. We need to get our hands on him to wrestle out a confession, but we can’t get that confession til we take out Lune.”

“If the priest is working with your void spawn, he may respond to her if she sends out a distress call,” Berta said. “If, shortly before the two of us do battle, we allow her to send off a cry for help, her followers should arrive.”

“When you say ‘do battle,’” Geela asked as the three began walking again, “how long do you see that taking?”

“Fighting a void spawn? Well, Noire is a great deal more powerful than I.” Berta’s voice held no shame at the admittance. “But its children are less. Depending on how much power she’s amassed, this could be a challenge but nothing too difficult.”

“I can provide assistance,” Geela said. “Especially if her followers show up.”

Berta nodded. “Then we should be at no risk as long as we get this done before the snap break.”

“Speaking of which,” Darkos said, “I got word from Jane. They’re announcing the case, detailing everything out. She said that this thing could go really fast. The evidence is really bad, and she’s not sure how to delay it.”

Geela snorted. “Jane has the wit of a parsnip. Eve and Fairy are in charge of slowing the proceedings. Jane’s our eyes and ears. Keep her to task and remind her not to say anything.” Jane had lost her ‘do anything helpful or important’ privileges.

As Darkos tapped the message back on Geela’s old scrystone, the three arrived at the dorms.

“We’re going to the pocket dimension,” Geela said to Darkos. “Keep your guts inside you.” It was a great hiding spot for the void spawn. Pocket dimensions did a good job of keeping magical energies from permeating the entire building and also refreshed frequently to make up for lack of airflow. It was probably the only reason Carlosi had been able to hide her secret as long as she had.

Darkos wrinkled his face but didn’t complain as they stepped into the closet. “Just warn me before you—urk!”

He lurched and flew to the floor as if the closet had moved in any notable way. It hadn’t, but the poor man’s stomach had betrayed him. Geela barely had the time to clear his face before the contents of their meager breakfast made a not-so-surprise reappearance.

“Darkos…”

“Geela!” he wailed. “Are we there yet?”

Berta’s contribution to the exchange was to laugh, either at Geela’s scrunched-up face or Darkos’s misery. Probably both.

“Just another minute.” Geela rubbed the sides of her forehead. This wasn’t the kind of drama she expected.

Finally, the closet dinged, and Geela pushed both Berta and Darkos out of her way as she rushed to vacate the slowly stinking closet.

As she emerged into the empty hallway, she took a breath to steady herself. They were finally on Lune’s floor and ready to fight.




* * * * *




“...Dees Cordafine, Novo Lin, Jihn Nerarity, Xialia Pokiepy…”

The list of names of the victims of the purple noodles went on and on. Jane, thoroughly bored, watched the person one row in front of her and over three seats. The man was asleep, and his hair fluttered with each snore. Jane wished she was sleeping right now, or at least giving it a go. She could probably manage a short nap without anything important happening, and Mistress Geela probably wouldn’t know.

Jane decided to chance it. She gave a sneaky look down her row, both ways, before looking behind her. No one seemed to be watching her, so she gradually let her eyes drift. If she did it slow enough, no one would notice they weren’t open anymore.

Her lids managed to fully close just as the bailiff turned to another list of names. Witnesses, specialists, all kinds of boring stuff. Why couldn’t Jane have gone with them to kill Lune? Though the idea of that made her shudder.

Maybe the courtroom nap was the best thing, she thought, as her body relaxed and enjoyed the warm sun cascading through the windows.




* * * * *




“Okay, huddle.” Geela motioned for Darkos and Berta to get closer. “I want Darkos going in first. Void magic will go through his shields, but Lune won’t jump to that immediately if she thinks she’s not terribly threatened. If he goes in there and acts belligerent, she’ll start by just trying to get him out. If he stays too long, she’ll call for help.”

“And you’re sure she won’t vaporize me?” Darkos eyed her door with a healthy caution. “Or turn me into smoke or whatever void things do?”

God, he was bad at being a void thing. “If she vaporized every random person who bothered her, there’d be a rather large complaint. Just say you’re looking for noodles and be surprised that she’s still there. Tell her she should be evacuated. I’m dropping our Bronwyn disguises, so you’ll have some degree of surprise.”

Darkos nodded. “All right. All right, just promise me you have my back.”

“Of course.”

He nodded again, took a deep breath, and started down the hallway.

“Now,” creaked Berta, “once you drop the magic concealers, she’ll know I’m here. She’ll know why I’m here. I’ll be able to sense her, which makes precisely one of us, so I’ll let you know what she’s building up for, but it’ll be ugly.”

Geela nodded. “I’ve fought void spawns before. The first I fought…” How to describe Sinistrina? Darkos’s ill-fated sorta sister who’d died with a sandwich jammed in her mouth after a failed attempt to shut down the entire Volcanic Region. “Well, actually, I took her out with blood magic, so maybe there’s something to that. The second was more complicated. We took out his cultists and killed him in his slee—anyway, I’ll give you the signal when I drop the field.”

Berta nodded in a way stiff enough to make Geela’s neck hurt, and the two slowly made their way towards Lune’s door, which now hung open.

Darkos’s voice rattled from inside, talking about searching the room for noodles.

“He feels similar, this one, yet his look is not familiar.” Lune’s voice was almost as croaky as Berta’s. “He must leave. Do so now, before I ring forth my companions.”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry to say, the church has been evacuated.” Darkos sounded so professional, save a stammer or two. “You really should have left when the evacuations happened.”

“This is my home. I cannot leave it. Swore a duty. But now I must ask you again. Leave this room.”

“Ma’am, if you’ll just—”

Darkos’s voice was truncated by a snarl.

“Do not touch me with your hands or body or appendages.” Lune sounded angrier than Geela had ever heard. “You will know better soon”

Geela could feel the siren spell shudder through the air. It was silent but strong, and soon the place would be crawling with cultists.

Slowly, she lowered the magic concealer.




* * * * *




One of the witnesses’ names was Layam Farmer. It sounded like Lame Farmer. This was how Jane amused herself. Occasionally she looked down at her pamphlet, which showed the court proceedings. They were, according to the schedule, eighty percent done and closing. Initial trials really were refreshingly short.

Of course, Mistress Geela’s friends were supposed to make it go longer during the evidence part, which came between the introductions and the preliminary consensus. Dragging the trial out was a prospect Jane dreaded.

“All right, moving on to the defendants, we have Father Sonatad, High Priest of the Church of Celeste, who is both under trial himself and is representing the church, which is also under trial.” The bailiff narrowed his eyes at the young man who stood up at the sound of his name. “Sonatad, if you would, in ninety seconds or less, give us a summary of why you are not guilty.”

Ninety seconds would feel like an hour. Jane kinda had to pee.




* * * * *




“Oh!”

Geela turned sharply to Berta, a finger to her lips. Really, of everyone Geela expected to randomly exclaim during a stealth mission, Berta wasn’t one.

Berta’s face contorted at Geela’s shush. “You didn’t tell me you’d dropped your concealers.”

Geela had definitely told her and needed no memory searching to confirm it. She just crossed her arms. “Well? Ready to go eat priest chop suey?”

“That’s a question with a complicated answer,” Berta said.

“Make it short. The disciples will be here any minute.” The siren spell hit its target, and a responding confirmation had pinged back up less than a minute later. They were on the move.

“I can’t fulfill our deal,” Berta said. “You wanted me to kill a void spawn, the parishioner Lune. Trouble is—” she nodded her head at the room “—I can only do one.”

“What.” Geela’s impatience died instantly as a chill tingled down her back.

“There are two people in that room. A void spawn and the parishioner Lune.” Berta sounded almost disappointed. “But they are not the same person. Unless you want me to eat your friend and a peculiar but otherwise harmless woman, we need to redefine our deal.”

Geela took a deep breath, one that didn’t quite hit the spot as her lungs were full of stale air. Lune wasn’t a child of Noire. Lune wasn’t a void spawn. It made no sense.

She was spared thinking of it as the door at the end of the hall banged open, and Brother Cadence appeared, wrinkly face damp with sweat. He began hurrying down the hallway, with a slight limp, but stopped as he approached Geela and Berta.

“Now I don’t have my glasses on,” he started, “but even from here, I can tell, neither of you are Lune.” He looked nervous. “What’s going on here?”

“More people in the hall?” came Lune’s inquisitive if rusty voice. A moment later, the woman stuck her head out the doorway, Darkos fast on her heels. They even looked similar, all pale skin and dark hair. No natives of the Celestial City had skin naturally that pale. It had to be Lune.

“Hold up,” Geela said, getting the jump on the confusion that was about to erupt. “I have some very important questions to ask all of you here. The future of the church depends on it.”

“It seems as though the future of the church depends on a lot,” said Brother Cadence, his voice breaking. “Father Sonatad… all those drugs…”

“Enough of that. Sonatad didn’t contaminate the church,” Geela said. “Nor did he taint the drugs. My partner and I were part of the case investigating noodle trade within the church. We found the stash of noodles, hoping to lace it in a manner that would allow us to track the dealers in a harmless, nonpermanent way.” She let out a long, sympathetic breath as if it truly was her deepest desire to keep the church safe. “However, whoever was responsible for the drug trade moved first, distributing the noodles throughout the church and poisoning the parishioners in a harmless, nonpermanent way.”

Darkos nodded authoritatively. “Our first suspect was Parishioner Lune. She was the only one unaffected by the noodles—”

“I stay in my room. I have no reason to leave.”

“And,” Darkos continued, pushing past her words. “And… Gee—Gale—Uh, what else was there, partner?”

“Right.” Geela began mentally combing through a list of Lune’s obvious sins. “Unaffected by the poison. Only one to remain in the church during the investigation. Only one to vote down the appointment of a High Priest while the church was in crisis. Involved in void magic.”

“I am not!” Lune’s voice was loud and, for once, very clear. “I have never been accused of such a foul thing. I loathe the darkness. I am cursed with eyes that see magic for what it is, to feel it, to breathe it. But my Mystic Sensing comes from the sun’s powers, and thus I can never see or feel the warm rays of Celeste’s love. I hate the dark for all it is and for all it has taken from me.”

Geela blinked three times, once to register what she’d said, once to acknowledge how devastating being unable to feel light magic would be for a follower of Celeste, and once to confirm that she still didn’t care about Lune.

“One of your parishioners, while you were High Priestess, came to you pregnant with a void spawn,” Geela said. “You provided them with counsel on where to flee.”

Lune shook her head. “I was a child. I knew the ways of sunsets and sunrises. I knew not realms and regions. I gave them the name of a professor in the academy who advised them on where to go.”

“And yet,” Geela said, bearing down on the woman, “when they returned with the town that Professor Elle provided them, Silverglade, you advised they go elsewhere.”

Lune’s massive dark eyes blinked three times, but Geela couldn’t guess what thoughts formulated in her cobwebby head. However, the blinks must’ve done her some good, for when she spoke, her voice was clear.

“I never gave them counsel on where to move. I have also never heard of Silverglade. When they came to me with plans to move to the town of Sunnyville, I trusted the professor.”

Geela’s face was inches from Lune, but the woman looked entirely sincere.

“That’s impossible,” Geela said. “Eve is too old to be the void spawn. If it’s not you, then—” She cut off sharply, her own thoughts interrupting her.

“Geela?” Darkos asked.

But Geela just stared, angry at Lune, at the world, but mostly at herself for not seeing it. “There’s no way I missed that.”




* * * * *




Jane hurried back from the bathroom as the plaintiffs were being introduced. This was the last bit before the evidence section, which was supposed to be the longest part, and Jane bunkered down, ready for another couple hours.

“The court calls to the stand the primary accuser,” the bailiff read out. “Ms. Nefaria S. Keem.”

“Thank you, bailiff,” responded a familiar voice. “I don’t have too much to say here, so let’s see if we can’t get this trial over with as soon as possible. Oh, and please, call me Fairy. Everyone does.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

I Want To Get Off Darkos's Wild Ride




Running to the courthouse was not in the cards here, according to Geela. By her estimates, they’d take an hour to get there. It was nearing two, and the court probably didn’t have an hour left in it, especially if she was right, and Fairy might actually be working against them.

Darkos kept playing it in his head. Bumbly, flustered clerk Fairy being evil? And how was Fairy an evil name? But then again, if she was disguising herself, maybe she changed her name. And thinking about Geela’s scheme, to taint the noodles, well, they’d just assumed that Lune had chosen that exact morning to distribute the drugs around the church, instead of ever questioning whether someone else working with them had been responsible.

Why should they have? Lune was so strange and abnormal, it was easier to believe Eve when she’d said she’d told Mom and Dad to go to Silverglade than suspect a lie. But though Eve had been too old when his parents first tried to flee, Fairy, who had worked with Eve for decades, had been just the right age.

“Why didn’t we see it—” Darkos stopped, clapping his hand over his mouth as if trying to put the word back.

Geela shot him a nasty look. He knew how hard she was trying to not bemoan missing this.

“We don’t have the time for the luxury of self-pity,” she said, probably as much to him as to herself. “We need to focus. We need to get Berta to the court and fast. She can take to shadows, so—”

“Ah yes,” the old hag croaked. Darkos shuddered, the way he did every time she spoke. “No better way to reinforce the church’s faith than with a Blood Witch eating the opposition.”

Now Berta was on the receiving end of Geela’s nasty look. “I brought you back to eat void spawns, not provide your invaluable two cents.”

Berta’s thin, patchy eyebrows shot up, but she didn’t say more.

“Like I was saying, she can take to the shadows, so it would be child’s play for her to teleport to the court. I can use an illusion and some enchanted garb to make you less horrifying,” Geela said, speaking out loud. “Make you look like you’re ordained with some heavenly power. If there’s one thing I can do, it’s change the appearance of malevolent forces. That’s how I convinced the Fungal Region to worship me for a few years before I got tired of mushroom offerings.”

“Oh yes. Yes, that does make sense.” This faint interjection was courtesy of Cadence, whose simple smile betrayed a dumbfounded mind. “You were worshipped by the Fungal People.”

“Never met a group so self-aggrandizing.” She wrinkled her nose. “Refused to go by Fungal Region. Preferred Kingdom of The Mushroom. I just had to break their will a bit. But anyway, if I knew more about what Celeste looked like, maybe I’d be able to make Berta look like a messenger of hers or something. The only real problem is that I’d also have to be close by for my illusion magic to work.”

“It wouldn’t be enough.” Lune had pulled her hair almost entirely in front of her face. “It couldn’t. We know the light of our Goddess, and no false prophet will fool us. We are a pure people and will feel the wash of her metallic bite. We will feel your dissonant bleakness. The parishioners cannot sense magic as I can, so they will always know the bathing rays of the Goddess of the sunrise and the suns—”

“So if that’s not going to work,” Darkos said, cutting off Lune’s monologue and Geela’s growing temper. “If only Celeste can make that light—”

“Is it something only Celeste can make?” Geela asked, now being the one to interrupt. “Or can her followers?”

“Only the highest clergy can cast the Light of Celeste,” Cadence said. “It’s not something any old priest or parishioner can do.”

“Is that power bestowed or innate?” Geela had something on her mind now; Darkos could see it in her eyes. “Does it come with ordination, to be taken when a priest steps down?”

Cadence looked offended at the suggestion. “Celeste wouldn’t take the power from her priests! The authority in the church is revoked from priests as they age out of the program, but the power they’re granted stays with them forever.”

Now Darkos understood what Geela was plotting, and both he and Geela turned to stare at the former High Priestess.

Lune pulled back her hair from her face as though she were drawing curtains. “What are they looking at me for?”




* * * * *




Geela would have to spend the next twenty minutes creating a costume for Berta while Lune imbued them with Celestial light to cover the other auras. Brother Cadence helped Geela come up with the design using the clothing department of her bag.

This left Darkos with driving duty. Because the only way to get to the courthouse in any kind of timely matter would be to hijack a hovercart. The regular lines would just take too slow, and Geela wouldn’t have the space to do her work.

So.

Darkos got to drive a hovercart.

It was all he could do to stop himself from whooping in joy as the enchanted sleigh whistled through the air. He knew that in the next few minutes, there would be law enforcement on his tail, but just for now, he enjoyed the bliss of being in the air again.

“Keep the damn thing stable!” Geela shouted from behind him. “I need steadiness to make this work. Gods, Berta, could you ooze less?”

Darkos was pretty glad to not be witnessing Berta’s fitting session. It had been uncomfortable last time Geela had fitted him, even though she was getting used to his proportions and managed to complete the process faster each time. The Blood Witch was already too unpleasant to look at, and Darkos wasn’t sure how Geela was going to make her resemble a Celestial entity.

Then, behind him, he heard a buzzing, whirring noise. Darkos was too afraid to take his eyes off the air in front of him or the controls, but he was reasonably sure the law enforcement had just shown up. Geela’s request for a stable flight was about to go very unheeded.

“Drake—uh, Darkos?” Brother Cadence, complete with helping Geela design the costume, appeared by Darkos’s side. “You’re being tailed.”

“Yeah, I got that.”

“Celestial City Law Enforcement!” shouted a voice over an intercom. “You are being instructed to land the hovercart immediately and face legal processing.”

Dammit. Not good. If they attacked the sleigh, Darkos would for sure lose that battle. He’d also lose a race. Behind him, on the interior part of the cart, Geela, Lune, and Berta were well concealed, so at the very least, they didn’t have reason to believe he was about to cause harm.

Then again, if he didn’t comply with their wishes, maybe they would. Maybe they’d call the Silver Guard in. He was treated to the image of the temporal guard drawing a web around one of Jane’s old coworkers, only to have the web slice the gang member into small chunks. Darkos wasn’t looking to be reduced to small chunks, but he couldn’t land before Geela got Berta outfitted. Really, he couldn’t land after either because Geela needed to stay close to Berta to keep her magic going.

He was toast, toast either way. Damned if he did, damned if he didn’t. Berta could port out of the sleigh cause she wasn’t of the Mortal Realm, but Geela couldn’t. There was no way to do this. He was toast.

“What’s that noise?” asked Geela from behind him somewhere. “Is that law enforcement? Darkos?”

“Could you handle them if they were?” he shouted back.

“Only if we want the Silver Guard on us,” she said. “So yes, but not while keeping our plan. And we need this plan.”

This plan. The one he’d slunk into Vera’s tomb to develop, the one he’d blown Geela’s mind with, the one he crafted meticulously. He could find a way out of this.

“Okay, Darkos, don’t be toast,” he said to himself. Then he cleared his throat and grabbed the com from his hovercart. “I don’t know how to land?”

“Celestial City Law—What?”

Darkos’s heart was pounding as he scrambled to think ahead. “I—I thought it’d be funny to—” He looked at the elderly Brother Cadence, who stared at him in horror. “Uh, take my father on a ride. He’s never been on one, and I thought it would be fun, and now I don’t know how to land it!” The dismay in his voice wasn’t hard to fake. He was sufficiently dismayed.

“Hijacking a hovercart and stealing it are class B offenses,” the enforcer informed him. “You’ll face several accounts of endangerment, theft, and vandalism. You will see jail time for this.”

“I’ll take jail. Just get me on the ground.” Whiny and terrified were, much as he hated to admit it, not terribly difficult to simulate. Darkos had done his fair share of terrified whimpering, though usually in the face of learning terrible things about himself and not danger. This he could do.

“All right. All right, first, we have to navigate you to a large area where you can land.” The voice paused. “It actually might be easier for us to dock.”

“Right. Good idea.” But it was a terrible idea that ruined Darkos’s scheme to buy time. “Let me just get closer to you.” He slammed the vessel as hard to his left as he reasonably could, causing the small vehicles piloted by the law enforcement to zip away in a blind panic. “Wait, come back, you have to help me with this!”

“You need to dock slower. Try slower.” The man’s voice was, all told, taking Darkos’s aerial assault rather well. Darkos checked his little magimap, the one that calmly informed him he’d missed four stops and was off course. He was under a mile from the courthouse, almost in range for Berta. He’d need to stay within a mile for Geela’s magic to hold effect, ideally closer, so she could see what was going on. He needed to keep momentum forward while pretending to try to dock.

“Uh, a little faster than that. Are you trying to get to us?” asked the enforcer.

“Yeah yeah, just didn’t want to move too quickly.” He angled the cart so that it was barely even moving in their direction while still barreling towards the court. “How’s this?”

“Maybe we should dock on you.”

Another terrible idea.

“Geela!” he shouted back into the hovercart itself. “Tell me you’re almost done!”

“Did Jane get in touch with you?” Geela asked. “Is the trial almost ending?”

Jane. God, he’d forgotten. “Cadence,” he said. “Take my scrystone and look for messages.”

Cadence obliged and activated the little messaging artifact. “Oh. Oh, dear. She says that a woman named Nefaria is rushing through the proceedings. It looks bad. She also said the woman, Nefaria, is a fairy? Something like that? She wants to know if she should confess to—”

“No. No, no, no.” Dammit. It had been Fairy all along. “Geela, did you hear that?”

“God, I’d love to flay that little clerk alive,” Geela said, affirming that she had, indeed, heard that.

“How long do we have?” Darkos asked.

“I’ll ask,” Cadence said. But they couldn’t wait for a response because the law enforcement had just pulled up next to the cockpit of the sleigh.

“We’ll need you to open the door for us.” Up close, Darkos could make the stern-faced man on the intercom and his pilot.

Darkos nodded. “Right. How do I—” His eyes landed on a button with a door on it, which was next to a button with a rocket on it. That’ll do. “Okay, I see the button.”

“It should actually be a switch with a—”

The voice cut off sharply as Darkos’s cart blasted forward. Why a form of public transport would have such a button, Darkos couldn’t say.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” Darkos’s apology tumbled into his com with a note of panic. “I hit the button next to the door! I hit the one next to the door!”

The small law jet tried to pull up next to him, but his cart was wavering wildly. “The door button will lock the doors. The one next to it is a burst button. It’s supposed to be for emergencies only.”

“Oh.” Darkos looked back at the button. “Is that gonna go on my record too?”

“Just… land the thing safely. Focus on staying safe and landing. As long as you don’t cause harm to any officers or civilians during landing or maliciously destroy the hovercart, you won’t receive any more legal action.” The voice had softened a tad, and Darkos let out a sigh of relief. It was working.

“All right, we’re close,” came Geela’s voice from inside the cart. “Berta’s ready to jump down. Damn, I can’t believe I’m bailing Celeste out here. All right, Berta, you’re good to go. Stop fiddling with the mind probe.”

“Don’t like things in my head.”

“Too bad. You need a link so I can keep in touch with you cause Jane is useless. Besides, it’s the best way to let me talk through you. That’s my final word. Ta for now!”

The smell of blood that flooded the cart as Berta teleported out made Darkos gag. “God, that’s awful. Cadence, open a window, please.”

“Something wrong?” asked the man. He sniffed like a concerned rabbit. “Is there something in the air?”

Sometimes Darkos had to remind himself that the smell was actually magical sensing. “Just magic. Lune and Geela probably also feel it. Opening a window probably wouldn’t clear it anyway, I guess.”

“All right!” The enforcer pulled up back to Darkos. “Do you think you can get the doors open for us to dock?”

“Uhhh.” Darkos’s eyes slid to the doors. “Yeah, probably. One sec.” He stepped a bit away from the console, and the hovercraft immediately dipped without him behind the controls. “Oh shoot. Nope nope, nope. Can’t do it. Nope.”

“All right, all right, just stay calm. Can your father help?”

Darkos looked at Cadence, whose eyes were huge. “Uh.” Darkos put down the com. “Pretend you’re hurt. Like you got hurt during the blasty bit. Slip and fall to the ground.”

Cadence nodded. He stood up from his seat, managed a half convincing stagger, and fell to the ground.

“He’s kinda banged up after I hit the emergency button,” Darkos said back over the coms. “He can probably make it to the door as long as he can hold onto the rails the whole time.”

The enforcer was quiet for a moment before responding. “Okay, we’re scratching the dock. It’s hard to open a door, and typically we mandate that the elderly or infirm don’t sit in emergency rows because of that. We’re going back to walking you through landing.”

“Okay,” Darkos said. “Lead me to where you’re going, and I’ll try to follow.”

He put down the coms as the enforcer jets pulled ahead.

“Am I good to enter?” Geela asked. “The grunts are gone?”

“Yeah, you’re good,” Darkos said.

“Finally.” Geela entered the cockpit. “Berta looked fantastic. Damn good, and that’s saying something. Too bad you couldn’t see her. Guess I’ll have to be content with the entire courthouse seeing her.”

Geela still didn’t sound happy, though. Darkos risked a glance at her. “If she went in without the disguise, the church would have broken faith, and Fairy would have gotten a ton of power, right?”

Geela nodded miserably. “Or some would have turned to worship her. Like Sonatad, maybe. He’s a terrified confused kid who has received rather little guidance from Celeste herself. His faith is powerful and at risk. If he turns to worship Berta, any number of his following might too.”

“Yuck,” Darkos said. Carlosi had mentioned not wanting to deal with a massively powerful Blood Witch, and she would excessively not want to deal with a powerful Blood Witch with a large, newfound following. “Yeah, I guess if you have to choose between Berta or Celeste, Celeste is the right call.”

Geela’s eyes took on a distant, wistful look before snapping back to hard reality. “Okay. Keep the enforcers stalled. Berta’s landed.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

An Epic Showdown (As Seen By Jane)




The court fell silent enough to snap Jane out of her lazy nap. She gave a little snort and gasp and almost fell from her chair before righting herself quickly enough that only a few people noticed.

The judge shot her a look from his podium. Jane shot him a feeble smile.

“If there are no further accusations,” the bailiff said, “I motion to bring these accusations before the judge. Having heard Ms. Keem’s accusations against High Priest Sonatad and the Church of Celeste, Judge Springer will determine now if this can be settled out of court or should go to a full-scale trial.”

This was a bad case scenario, Jane thought. She was pretty sure Fairy was evil, and maybe Eve was too since the older woman seemed perfectly fine with Fairy’s betrayal. Her eyes had the same glint in them, both women’s identical blue eyes lighting up with savage pleasure as the spotlight shifted to the judge. Eve’s eyes had, throughout Fairy’s testimony, flicked to Sonatad, whose cheeks were bright red as he kept his gaze heavenward. Occasionally his eyes would shine with tears, and he’d swipe them away and say a little prayer.

Whenever he did this, Eve would give a little smirk. Yup, that was evil. Jane had seen enough of it on the faces of her last bosses. She’d seen it on Mistress Geela. She could recognize an evil smirk from a mile away.

As the judge rose to his feet, Sonatad’s face dropped from the sky and he looked down at his hands. Poor little guy. Must be a bummer to lead the largest following of Celeste in the world off a cliff.

“Given the grave note of these accusations,” began Judge Springer. “And the lack of evidence pointing towards any other suspect—”

His voice was cut off by a loud shattering noise, caused by the shattering of glass. Jane blinked slowly and turned her head towards the massive windows at the top of the courthouse. A being bathed in dazzling blue and golden light hovered where the window used to stand. She wore a hood that obscured her face but emitted light so bright it blinded Jane whenever she tried to look directly at it. The only thing Jane could make out from under the hood was golden light with a single point of dazzling emerald. It made her shudder.

The figure was otherwise clothed in a robe of thick, hairlike strands that flowed loosely. Snakelike tendrils of burning light swayed around her, illuminating her in lights of glowing orange, scorching red, and midnight blue.

Celeste was, after all, not the Goddess of the sun. She was the Goddess of the sunrise and sunset. Jane had forgotten until now.

“I see before me a people most wretched and abandoned.” The voice that echoed from the hood was high but powerful. “I see a people in desperate need of true leadership. Of deliverance.”

The court, which had at the moment of shattering, erupted into panic, now fell silent. Jane held her breath for good measure.

“But before I can rescue these people from the one who has led them astray, I must deal with a far greater threat. One that threatens not only this church but the entire Mortal Realm.” The being turned to Fairy, who stood at a podium, eyes wide. “Child of darkness, your reign ends now.”

Fairy did not blanch nor back up. Instead, her lip lifted into a sneer. “It’s about time you got your ass down here. I was starting to think you didn’t care about them at all.” She pushed back her frizzled ponytail and shook out her hands. “This works for me, though. Their faith won’t survive me killing a minion of their God.”

The light intensified, and the tendrils snaked out towards the void spawn as the angelic entity spoke again.

“You misunderstand, child. I am no minion.”




* * * * *




Darkos jerked the hovercart around a few times, dipping violently. Geela, half in a trance and half clutching on for dear life, shot him a nasty look. With one of her eyes psychically planted in Berta’s mind, the nasty look gave Darkos the heebie-jeebies. Only one of her green eyes remained. The other was a translucent, milky white.

“Sorry,” he mouthed before pulling up his com. “Uh, sorry about that. I’m not sure what happened. I didn’t do that. Is that normal for hovercarts?”

“All right, can you tell me if the fuel gauge is running low?” the enforcer asked.

Darkos looked at the gauge. It was kissing F for full.

“Shoot,” he said. “It’s getting real low. It’s almost at the E. Is that bad?”

“All right, all right, don’t panic,” the enforcer said back, very much indicating that he should panic. “You just need to—”

His voice cut off as a shattering from below sounded. Darkos looked down to see Berta, clad in dazzling robes, burst into the courthouse. Oh, how he wished he could see the show.

“What’s going on down there?” he asked over the intercom to the enforcer.

“I have no idea. Standby.”

As Darkos stood by, he looked back at Geela. She was mouthing words, though no sound came out, and Darkos was pretty sure she had front row seats to whatever was going on below.

“All right, sir?” asked the enforcer. The man’s voice sounded almost… soothing. As if he were trying to be as polite as possible. “We’re going to, for your safety, ask you to put the cart in hover mode. You’ll see a lever that says ‘hover.’ If you pull that all the way down, the engines will shift. This can cause a bit of shuddering on the part of the vehicle, but it’s a safe way to conserve gas while holding put.”

Darkos scowled as his hand hesitated over the lever. “Are you going to try boarding again?” he asked.

“No. The hover fields cause too much heat; it’s not safe to board while they’re on. We actually need to respond to a call.” Again, there was that almost wheedling tone. “We’ll keep one enforcer on you, just to make sure you don’t go anywhere, but for your safety, we need you to stay put.”

Thank God. “Oh. Okay, sir, if you’re sure.” Darkos was laying it on a bit thick, but he wanted to convey fear. ‘Please don’t suspect me, I swear, I’m terrified.’

“All right. And if that enforcer tells you to move, move. We don’t know what’s going on down here, but it might be dangerous.” The enforcer sounded excited and eager. Darkos didn’t blame him. He’d also rather be on the ground.

“Okay. Be safe, officer,” Darkos said. Still, maybe it wouldn’t be too bad if the fighting down below thinned the enforcers a bit. Would help them get away easier.

Darkos shook the thoughts from his head and turned to the lever. He was getting to be a little too Geela-like, but this place had all but worn out its welcome in his mind.




* * * * *




A blast of cosmic energy propelled forward from the divine being’s fingers, and Jane held up a hand to dim some of the light. The orb crashed towards Fairy, who simply melted into the shadows around her before reappearing a few feet away.

“You’ll have to do better.” The woman’s voice lacked anything particularly sinister, even if her words dripped with menace. “I have before me an entire audience to witness my victory. With every falter of yours, their faith shrinks, and with each loss, I grow closer to achieving ultimate power.”

Jane hid behind a chair, tears beginning to form in her eyes. Oh, they were all doomed. Fairy—Nefaria had too much of an upper hand.

“Besides,” Fairy said. “You’re fighting against a real timer here.”

Jane rubbed her ear as Fairy’s words echoed a bit funny in her head. It was like each phrase had an extra beat, and it made Jane’s eyes blur. She blinked a few times, but it only got worse.

Had she eaten something funny for breakfast?

“You think you can hurt these people? I say to you, they are under my protection.” The voice, though a shattering volume and pitch, didn’t hurt Jane’s ears nearly as much as Fairy’s weird whispered voice. Was this magic, maybe?

“Prove it then.” Fairy’s lips twisted into a smirk. “Protect them.”

The being put her hands forward and pointed just her forefingers and pinky fingers towards Fairy. Four of the tendrils of light, two from either side, shot forward so fast that Jane couldn’t even follow them with her eyes. One minute they were hovering by the Deity, the next, they had wrapped around Fairy.

“Light will always fall to the darkness,” Fairy said, her voice a snarl, and she broke her arms free, creating a sigil with her fingers. “Even the light of a Goddess.”

“Once again, you misunderstand.” Now the dazzling woman straightened her thumbs, and two more tentacles of light darted forward, wrapping Fairy’s hands together, so they could not break the sign she’d made. “I am no Goddess.”




* * * * *




“I’m having a great time over here,” Geela said. “Can you see what’s going on down there?”

Darkos could. He’d turned down the power a bit so that his hovercart had sunk lower and lower in the sky. He could now make out Berta, clad in startling colors and a weird garment that looked like hair. Ribbons of light tied her to the small figure of Fairy, who was just too far away for Darkos to make out her face.

“Looks intense,” he said.

“Yes, well. I’m trying to make sure she doesn't kill the entire courthouse. That would pretty much break anyone’s faith, you know?” Geela’s voice sounded a bit strained as she kept her teeth clenched.

“You good?” Darkos asked. “I mean, Berta’s doing most of the magic, right? You’re just communicating.”

“Mhm. And, you know, blocking the magical signature of a Gods-forsaken Blood Witch while she’s out casting magic at full force.” Geela’s voice grew even more strained, though this was probably annoyance. “Oh, and maintaining the entire illusion, which includes channeling Lune’s celestial magic through me because as a void mistress, I can’t use the stuff. So other than that, I’m pretty bored. Could use a cup of tea.”

Darkos nodded and took his cue to shut up. Instead, he checked the scrystone to see if Jane had sent him anything. To his surprise, he found a message scrawled on it.

“My mouth tastes funny, and my ears are bleeding. Are we gonna all die?”

“Uh, Geela?” he asked. “Jane says her ears are bleeding. Is that void magic or blood magic?”

“It’s actually void,” Geela says. “It warps and mutates certain elements of reality. It breaks down thinner membranes by altering them on a very small level to be more porous. It’s fascinating stuff. I’m honestly surprised her brain isn’t leaking out of her ears.”

Darkos swallowed a new lump in his throat, which found itself ill at ease in his nervous stomach. “Fairy can do that?”

“Oh, eventually, I’m sure,” Geela said, voice unconcerned. “I just figure Jane’s brain can’t be all that well defended. Still, I suppose she’d need one to lose one. Tell her she’ll be fine.”

Darkos sighed and tapped back the message. “I should tell her to keep me posted on what’s going on down there.”

Geela snorted. “I wouldn’t even bother. She’s got two halves of a brain cell to rub together.”

“Well, she’s kinda my only choice.” Darkos crossed his arms. “You aren’t saying anything.”

The eyebrow that didn’t belong to the freaky Berta eye raised. “Well, you only have to ask. I don’t mind sharing. This was a particularly brilliant ploy of mine. So, I’ve got Fairy wrapped in four tethers of light…”




* * * * *




It wasn’t looking good in the courthouse. Jane supposed for Geela and the angel or whatever the thing was, it was probably fine, but people were starting to panic. Run around and stuff. The judge and bailiff had both fainted or died or something. This left Jane in charge, she was pretty sure. But she didn’t like being in charge. She needed to find a figure of authority, someone who had experience wrangling large groups of people.

Her eyes fell on the little defendant, who stared through his thick spectacles at the fight happening before them.

He’d do.

“High Priest Sonatad!” Jane shook the boy to snap him out of his stupor, a potentially premature gesture since he had looked to her as soon as she’d said his name.

“I—yes—ow!” He pulled away from her. “Please don’t assault me.”

Jane nodded. “I thought you were hypnotized. You need to shepherd the flock.” She pointed at the chaos behind her. “Look.”

Sonatad shook his head sadly. “I can’t. Not anymore. Every call I’ve made has ended in disaster. I have caused only harm and pain to them. They wouldn’t listen to me anymore.”

Jane nodded emphatically. “Yes, they would.”

He sighed. “You’re probably right. But they shouldn’t. You heard her. I let them down. I failed to guide them. Wretched and abandoned. In need of true leadership.”

Jane waved that away with a dismissive wave. “Psh. She didn’t mean you. She meant…” Who had Mistress Geela meant? Sonatad was the only leader in the room. Did Mistress Geela mean to throw him under the cart and then pretend to be Celeste to win them back? But then she’d said, ‘not a Goddess.’ Very strange. “Well, the way I see it, Mistress Geela wouldn’t do you any harm.” Darkos would, at the very least, not let her. “So you’re probably not… what?”

Sonatad’s face had taken on a puzzled look, brows furrowed hard. “Mistress Geela?”

Shoot. Wrong name. “Uh, Ja’Eel.” Shoot. Even wronger. “No. Ignore that. She’s Gale. Gale Bronwyn.” Then Jane realized her true mistake. “I meeeeeean. Uh. I don’t know who that magical being is. It’s probably just the… pony… lady… God.”

Jane had really messed up. She’d just completed the world’s easiest puzzle of connect-the-dots inside Sonatad’s head. Geela would flay her for sure now.

Sonatad’s jaw had gone slack, and his round cheeks flushed as his eyes grew. “Gale is Ja’Eel. The evil sorceress. She’s… no, she can’t be behind this.” Tears sparked in his eyes. “I don’t understand.”

Just then, a scream broke out from the fight, and both turned. Fairy had managed to break her hand away from the tendrils, but it wasn’t without a price, since now the hand kinda looked like a melted wax hand. It looked painful. Jane would have probably screamed too.

“You cannot win this one,” spoke the Geela angel thing. “You are but a child of a much more powerful entity. And as your siblings fall, your power wanes. Mine has only grown.”

She straightened her ring fingers, but before they had fully extended, a voice shouted out. Jane turned to see Eve, hobbled old Eve, jump between Fairy and the godlike figure.

“Not my daughter, you bit—” Her words were cut off dramatically as the being’s fingers fully straightened and the next two snakelike beams of light hit Eve square in the chest, evaporating her into what looked like tiny red snowflakes.

Jane missed the snow of her home region so bad that it was all she could do to prevent herself from trying to catch the little flakes on her tongue. That’s blood, Jane, she reminded herself. You don’t want to eat that.

“You just—you just evaporated my mother!” Fairy sounded miffed, which was probably an appropriate reaction. Maybe a bit understated, but then again, the woman was an evil void spawn. “I needed that!”




* * * * *




“Mother?”

“God, it’s so obvious,” Geela said. “I mean, the whole thing is obvious, but that’s particularly obvious. No wonder a preteen Fairy would be able to send your parents up to Sunnyville.”

“Little brat,” Darkos said. “Still sucks she lost her mom, though.”

“Darkos, dear, her mother literally sold her soul to Noire.”

This was technically true, but Darkos couldn’t help feel a little bad. “I guess you’re right. It just seems… sad.”

Geela turned her one green eye on him. “Darkos, when your parents found out they had conceived a void spawn, they traversed the globe to find a place they could raise you safe from Noire’s grasp. When Eve found out she was carrying a void spawn, when Noire reached out to her and told her, she responded with ‘what’s in it for me?’” Her nose wrinkled. “Her options were to abandon the child or accept Noire as her lord and savior. And Eve just held her hands out and asked for more.”

Darkos nodded and then smiled as a new thought occurred to him. “My parents found a third option. They were given a terrible choice but figured out a third path.”

Geela gave a loud sigh and rolled her eyes. “Yes. Arthius and Rakette, the true geniuses we need. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a voidling to slay.”

She’d never admit it, but his parents really did outsmart Noire. Somehow, they’d found a loophole and saved him. It made his heart a little lighter, knowing just how hard they’d fought to keep him from evil.

Geela was right. In comparison, Eve won the Worst Mother of The Year award.




* * * * *




The being of light spoke with a voice that cracked through the room like lightning. “That woman struck a deal with a being so vile and evil I will not speak its name here. Your mother followed in its footsteps to form you into a monster yourself, one so foul that the very ground you walk on grows polluted beneath your feet.”

Fairy gave a wordless shriek (or if there were words, Jane totally did not catch them) and stomped her foot. Jane’s stomach did a flip flop, and she clutched at it.

“Not good,” she groaned. “Time to do something.”

Sonatad took a deep breath and pressed his hand, which glowed with a shimmery, multicolored light, to Jane’s abdomen.

“May the peace of the dawn rest on your weary body and protect it,” he said.

Suddenly, Jane felt like a million coins. She felt like she could run a marathon or take a nice long nap. But instead of either, she knew what Mistress Geela would want her to do. Or rather, she knew what Darkos would want her to do.

“We gotta go heal the rest of them,” she said. “The angel thing is giving you power, so you kinda have to.”

It was, perhaps, the most inspiring thing Jane had ever said, for Sonatad’s eyes welled with tears as he looked at his hands. “I am not forsaken after all,” he said. Then he looked back up at Jane, that little face deadly serious. “I have a herd to tend to.”

Jane watched as the boy trundled off, ready to go lay hands on anyone who was bleeding from any orifice that shouldn’t have blood coming out, which was probably most. She felt a swell in her chest. She had done good.

Then she turned back to Geela-Berta and Fairy, who were shouting at each other with a lot of flowery words and imposing tones. Fairy was still only restrained by four tendrils, as she’d broken two, and Eve had taken two for herself. Geela-Berta was down to two tendrils hovering by her side. Still, Fairy didn’t look too good herself.

“You’ll never defeat Noirela,” Fairy shouted, spittle flying from her mouth. “Never. You’ll only ever have been the latest in a line of pawns. Once I kill everyone in this bloody court, it won’t matter who won. It won’t matter if I’m dead. All that power goes to Noirela.”

“They’re actually doing just fine!” Jane called from her vantage point. “Little Sonatad is healing them up. He’s doing great. And so are you!” She gave Geela-Berta a thumbs up and an encouraging smile.

Geela-Berta responded with a withering look that somehow shone through the blistering light.

Meanwhile, Fairy took in the scene behind her in horror. The little priest running from hurt parishioner to ailing scribe to injured witness, helping each up and healing them. Then she snapped back to Geela-Berta, a harsh scowl on her face. “Then I’ll just have to kill you instead. After all, I am the daughter of the Void Fiend Noirela. You’re just a sorceress. What hope do you have against a being of the dark itself?”

“Once again, your words fall short of the truth,” the being intoned. “I am no sorceress.”

Fairy scoffed, spitting on the ground, saliva mixed with blood. “Fine. An enchantress. An illusionist. A mistress of—”

She stopped as she heard a new sound from the glowing being. A sound that made even Jane uncomfortable.

Laughter.

“You poor, misguided fool.” For just a moment, the green light in the beings’ hood shifted to red, and her voice took on a skin-crawling creak. “You may know who you speak to, but not who you face. I am none of those things.”

She straightened her remaining fingers, the middle ones, and from them erupted the final tendrils, which shot straight into Fairy’s eyes. Instead of exploding like her mother had, the tentacles went through her.

No. Not through. In. It was pretty gross.

Then the ones that had wrapped around her began sinking into her skin too. Fairy let out a scream that pierced through Jane’s ears in a way that almost certainly caused permanent damage. Jane covered her ears to no avail.

Meanwhile, Fairy’s face grew thin and gaunt, shriveled and dried, and still, she screamed even though there was no way her body should still be able to host life. In fact, the scream grew louder and filled the room with such a noise that all eyes were drawn towards the spectacle. A great orb of light, wrapping around a sphere of tar-black energy, floated over the courthouse, growing larger exponentially. A hundred feet across. A thousand. A mile across. And still, Fairy’s scream continued, and none could tear their eyes away.

With a flash, the void spawn’s corpse fractured into dust, and the black sphere disappeared. For a breath, the orb of light hovered, trembling and unstable. Then it exploded with a light so bright that none could see, not even Jane.

The entire courthouse fell to silence. No one could see, so no one dared to speak. The collective room held its breath for several long seconds, waiting as their eyesight slowly returned.

Beneath the being of light’s hood, the red glow vanished, replaced again by its original green orb. Then she began to speak.








CHAPTER THIRTY

The Deity of Light and Darkness Alike




“Children of light, you are abandoned no longer. I have spent much time in this city seeking out a dark pollutant that would have done the entire city great harm.”

The voice echoing through the courthouse managed to reach even those in the hovercrafts and enforcement scooters above. Jane’s hands kept flinching up to her ears, out of instinct, even though the noise wasn’t all that loud, despite the range.

“When I first set out on my quest to destroy this void spawn, I saw the church and its parish as little more than foolish followers of a Goddess who had long abandoned them.” The being paused as her worlds settled on the rapt listeners. “But through my investigations and through the tireless work of your High Priest, I have come to see all of you as more than just blind sheep. You are a holy people of great faith, who worship the truth. And for this reason, I not only destroyed the being that plagued the city but did so in a manner that would deliver you and your High Priest from the false allegations leveled against you by the void spawn Nefaria and her damned parent.”

Jane looked over at the aforementioned High Priest. Sonatad, who had finished healing the most severely injured victims, had turned to watch the disguised Blood Witch, thoroughly stunned by her words.

“Through Father Sonatad’s unwavering faith and devotion, and the goodness and piety of this congregation, my heart has softened and has swayed towards the abandoned children of Celeste.”

Jane hadn’t realized Mistress Geela had actually liked the church. She always made saving them sound like a chore. The woman was truly full of secrets.

But now Geela fell silent and turned to Sonatad, waiting for his response.

The boy swallowed and held his head up high as he stepped to the center of the courthouse. He bowed deeply to the angelic being before stepping to the podium, where he began to speak.

“My children,” he started. “Through many years now, we have suffered from decreasing communication with Celeste. Though many prayers and offerings have been sent up, we have received less and less guidance, leading us to almost fall before the machinations of a void spawn. Faith and morale have been low for some time now, but in our moment of greatest need, Celeste did not arrive. Instead, another being of light has taken her place.” He took a deep breath. “I know in my heart, she can redeem us. She has already delivered me. Still, despite my faith in her, I understand that it takes much to shake or move the faith of an entire church. However, I can no longer follow Celeste. For this reason, I pledge myself to the savior of my soul.”

A gasp sounded throughout the church, which Jane joined enthusiastically, if purposelessly. She didn’t have as much a reason to gasp, though. Almost all of the other witnesses at the trial had been clergy or parishioners. Compared to them, Jane was just a bystander.

“Who is this Deity?” asked one of the higher-ranking clergy. “Who is this being you align your faith with?”

Sonatad closed his eyes for a moment and held up a hand. The chatter silenced. Then his eyes opened, burning bright with devotion as he stared at what he probably thought was Mistress Geela. In a sense, he was probably right. Berta didn’t seem to have any real control right now.

“I know her name,” he said, “and I know it is one that will make you shudder. My deliverance has been provided by a woman most would call foul and damned, yet I see around her the ribbons of True Dawn and True Evening. Perhaps her reputation has been underserved, or perhaps our faith has, as she said, swayed her to light. Perhaps none of these things are true, and I have simply been blinded by the light for too long.” He leveled his jaw, even as his hands shook. “But I cannot ask you to follow her. It is not my place to insist on who you worship in your hearts.” He shoved his glasses up his nose and cleared his throat, round face solemn if flushed. “I hereby announce my resignation from the role of High Priest, and from your esteem, as I cast my eyes upward at the lady of my soul, my new Patron, the woman once known as Gale Bronwyn, known as Geela, the Sorceress Ja’Eel Scilatia, Deity of light and darkness alike!”

At this, he fell on his face, prostrate before Geela.

For a moment, no one spoke. Then the one green point of light beneath the dazzling hood multiplied to two and grew so bright that only a bewitching emerald light shone out. If there was any doubt in Jane’s head before, it was gone now. Mistress Geela was fully in control here.

“I hear and accept your pledge, Sonatad,” she said. “For it takes great faith to break from both the devotion of a Patron and from power bestowed by your followers. You may walk without any mortal ally, but you do not walk alone.”

“No, he does not!” shouted a voice from the back of the church. A young man, one of the parishioners, climbed up on a chair, and all eyes turned to him. “I, Jack Appel, former follower of Celeste, will follow in Sonatad’s footsteps. I pledge myself to Geela, Deity of light and darkness!”

Sonatad picked himself up off the ground, looking for the source of the voice. However, just as his eyes landed on Jack, another shout sounded, this one from an older woman.

“I have worshipped Celeste my whole life,” she said. “I see her now for what she was: a stagnant Patron, complacent in the worship of her people. I would be honored to serve the Deity Geela in my sunsetting years.”

“Geela saved us when no other Patron would even listen,” another voice called. “She now holds my soul in her hands.”

“I dedicate my life to Geela!”

“Praise be to the Deity Geela! Praise! Praise!”

More voices joined the shouting until the entire courthouse was a roar of accord. The clergyman who had first asked Sonatad for Geela’s identity stepped forward to the podium, and the voices quieted.

“Father,” the old man said, “will you lead us in the light of this new Patron? We trust your judgment, as our parish has flourished under your hand. You have spoken many times, directly to this Patron, have you not? There is no better one to continue to guide us.”

Sonatad blinked several times, tears spilling down his flushed face. “I don’t know if I can. Lead a people away from the Goddess I swore to worship? What kind of priest would I be?”

“One that holds hands with his Patron and his following, keeping both in balance. Worship is a contract,” said the old man. “You realized, before any of us, that the contract had been broken for many years. We now trust your judgment.”

The young boy turned back to the congregation, hands shaking but face resolved. “If it is the will of those who now worship Geela, I shall lead you in her name. But only with your blessing. If there are any who disagree—”

But his words were cut off by cheers and hollers of support.

Sonatad was struck speechless for a few moments before a smile cut through the tears that had stained his face moments before. “Then we break from the Church of the Goddess Celeste and become the Church of Geela!”

The congregation started up again, this time with chants of “Geela! Geela! Geela!”

Jane’s feeble voice joined them for a few chants as she slowly backed out of the courthouse. It was long past time to get back to the Lounging Loon and find her closet. She needed a nap.




* * * * *




Throughout the commotion, Darkos kept looking from the courthouse to Geela. He’d gotten rather close to the combat below, hovering less than fifty feet off the ground. The enforcers hadn’t tried much, either to stop him or to get involved in the fighting. They’d probably wisely judged that an altercation between an unknown entity of light and a purported void spawn was not the place to be.

As Darkos listened to the peals of Geela’s name being chanted, he turned to where she stood.

Geela looked pleased as punch, proverbially and literally glowed in the light of her worshippers. Both her eyes were pale and translucent as she fully assumed control over Berta’s body. Darkos would have to remember to never let her slip him a mind probe under the promise of just using it to ‘keep touch’ with him. Not that he didn’t trust Geela, but there was only so much trust he had when it came to dealing with psionics, preparatory or not.

Still, he couldn’t help but be impressed with how Geela had turned the whole thing. Somehow, she’d managed to break the church from their old Goddess, Celeste, and turn them to worship her. All he could do was stare speechlessly.

Lune and Cadence, however, were the opposite of speechless. The two followers of Celeste had been making their disagreements and protesting against Geela’s course of action rather vocally, enough so that Darkos had tuned most of it out until now.

“You foul and loathsome cockroach,” Lune hissed. Her matted hair hung limp around her huge, furious black eyes. “I equipped the being Berta with my Ribbons of True Light to let her pass as an emissary of Celeste! Not to let you claim dominion of the sun! You have betrayed us all.”

Brother Cadence was even more dramatic. “Woe, woe! The church is falling. Celeste herself will cast down sunfire from the sky!” he wailed and threw himself on the floor. “Today is the day we are all doomed.”

“Oh, quit the whining,” Geela said, her voice no longer high and booming but rather annoyed and localized only to the hovercart. “I’m not sure what you expected. I’m an evil sorceress—”

“Enchantress,” Darkos corrected.

“—it’s what I do.” Geela shot Darkos a look, made all the more uncanny by her eyes. “Anyway, I think we’re done here. They seem reasonably content with their conversation. We gotta get out of here pronto.”

“Why?” Darkos asked.

“Why? Oh, where to start?” Geela planted her hands on her hips, and Darkos had a feeling that ‘pronto’ would have to wait. “Berta’s gonna port back to the Sanguine Chamber. She got power from eating Fairy, so she might be sluggish, but I don’t want her giving the Eight her version of the events. She might paint me in a bad light for going off script, and I don’t want Carlosi and the little ones to have to deal with that. So I want to get back to Carlosi as soon as possible, to negotiate the next steps before Berta has the chance to get upset. Second, the parishioners are pretty stoked about following me right now, but if I’m being honest, I’m not entirely sure where the hell Celeste has been vacationing off to, and we needed to make like a leaf and tree before she gets back. Then there’s the fact that law enforcement is going to be swarming the city now that everyone and their dog is aware I’m here. And that fool gave away that Gale Bronwyn is my pseudonym, so we have to get to the Lounging Loon to get our stuff back before the innkeeper finds out who I am and sics the Silver Guard on us. Finally—” she took a deep breath “—the enforcers are going to be shouting at you to land the damn cart any second now. I think it’s safe to say our welcome is quickly wearing out.”

“And what about us?” asked Cadence, planting his hands on his hips. “You can’t just steal our congregation, our faith, break away thousands from our Goddess, and expect to come out without consequences! We’re not going to let you get away with this. We’ll—”

“Darkos?” Geela asked suddenly. “How high are we?”

Darkos checked the altimeter. “About twenty-five feet up.”

“And Darkos?” she asked. “How high can a human being survive being dropped?”

Darkos thought back to spider racing with his friends as a child, shimmying up the inside of a chasm. “I’ve seen thirty feet. With a healer nearby, though.”

“And finally, Darkos,” she asked. “Do you think there are healers on the ground?” 

“Absolutely. Jane reported that there were.”

Geela blinked three times, and her eyes switched back to green. Then she and Darkos slowly turned to the outraged but clueless Lune and the very aware and rapidly dampening Cadence.

“I think we have just the perfect thing to do with you two.”




* * * * *




“Do you think anyone will believe them?” Darkos asked as the hovercraft zipped through the sky at speeds that the poor speedometer needle couldn’t track. “I mean, they know everything.”

“Lune’s a kook, and Cadence is just one meager brother of the most popular High Priests they’ve had in years.” Geela leaned back against one of the seats, stretching. “I think we’re fine. Anyone on our tail?”

Darkos checked the mirror. “Yes and no. They can’t keep up at all. Not with how fast this thing can go now.” He’d never seen Geela enchant something so quickly, but with just two artifacts and some very snappy spell work, the hovercart was now rigged out to go three times its normal speed. “I didn’t know you could enchant on the fly like that.”

“The crafting on the hovercarts hasn’t changed much in the past fifty years,” Geela said. “I used to do this all the time when I was young. God, we had fun.”

He laughed, picturing teenage Geela rigging hovercarts in her spare time. “Did Berta stay at the church?” he asked.

“I don’t think so,” Geela said. “I’ve been following the tracing on my mind probe. She vanished shortly after we threw out the trash. She took to the shadows and should be back in the Sanguine Chamber by now.”

Darkos nodded. “All right. We’re only another minute out, so get ready.” He wasn’t entirely sure what she had to get ready for, but he hoped she had something up her sleeve to ensure they weren’t arrested or executed upon landing.

“And you do know how to land this, right?” Geela asked, looking out the window as the city whizzed by.

“Of course I do,” he said. Then he puffed up his chest a bit. “That whole bit was just a lie for the enforcers.” He grinned in spite of himself. “Did I do good?”

She let an approving smile rest on her lips. “Darkos, darling, you did phenomenally.”

His landing was even better than phenomenal as he gently plonked it on the academy lawn. Geela reached into her bag, pulled out a little shimmering orb, and placed it on the driver’s seat of the hovercart.

“Dazzler,” she said. “Don’t look too long unless you want to be here for an hour. It’ll keep their eyes on the cart while we sneak out.”

Darkos nodded and cranked open the door. There were already security guards outside, but the minute the door fully opened, they dropped their weapons and stared slack-jawed.

“Shall we?” Geela asked.

Darkos offered her his arm, and the two stepped out, past the hypnotized security guards. Once they were out, though, they did have to quicken their pace a bit. They’d just slipped inside one of the buildings when more security flooded from the building, alerted by the large sleigh that had landed on the campus. There were shouts of ‘is there a driver inside?’ and ‘is anyone hurt?’ and ‘I heard there was a stolen hovercart not too far from here’, and worst of all ‘is this the stolen hovercraft from the courthouse?’

Word was already getting out, and they didn’t have much time.








CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Parting is Such Sweet, Sappy Sorrow




They made it down to the Sanguine Chamber in record time. Geela knew the place by total muscle memory, and Darkos needed less direction this time.

Inside, they found Carlosi sitting on the bloodstained stone slab. Next to her, Renby sat with his head in his hands. Vera paced behind the two, her face screwed up. Across the room from them, the cowed and quiet Eight sat in a circle, not saying anything. There was an angry puddle of blood stewing in the corner.

“Ah,” Geela said, striding in. “So Berta’s not back yet?”

Carlosi looked over at the puddle. “Not yet. I imagine whatever happened at the courthouse tuckered her out quite a bit.”

“She did well,” Geela said as she and Darkos reached Carlosi. “Really. Once she’s got a chance to digest her meal, she’s going to be quite the force to reckon with. I, for one, will not be sticking around to see that. I just wanted to stop by to give you a rundown, maybe explain why she's, well, in a bit of a mood.”

“You’re leaving?” Renby pulled his head from his hands, his huge eyes welling with angry tears. “We only just got back!” He looked from Carlosi to Vera to Geela to Darkos in a four-way plea for support. “Professor!”

It did touch Geela’s heart in a way she didn’t quite like, his broken voice. She’d done a lot of work to bring him and Vera back, sacrificed a lot, and though it had all worked out, she’d gone in fully expecting for it not to. It had been to bring them back, and in a different world, she would have stayed. She half-wished she could. 

Behind him, Vera had stopped her pacing and now watched Geela like a rabbit sensing potential danger. She didn’t beg Geela because that wasn’t like Vera, but Geela could see that the young woman also didn’t want her to go.

“Our position is compromised,” Geela said, voice brisk. “Celestial Enforcers were made aware of my presence in the city, as well as my alias, and Silver Guard will be out in full force in a matter of hours. I can’t stay.”

“We won’t be staying either,” Carlosi said. “The Celestial City is too hot right now for us to set up a blood cult here. Not with the priestess’s identity being made public. As a previous supporter, I will be receiving a visit from either Enforcers or Silver Guard by the end of the week. I’m drenched in blood magic and harboring two blood followers that should be long dead. I doubt that visit would go well.”

“Good. Screw this place.” Vera crossed her arms, but her eyes still darted from Geela to Darkos. “So we’re going where?”

Carlosi rose to her feet. “There’s a city not far from here, Glimmershire. Several hours journey. It’s a good-sized place but a bit more… lenient. It’s easier to hide in, and it lacks a strong law enforcement, at least on the level of the Celestial City. I have an estate there, which means we only need to make it back to my place here, and we can move my entire villa’s interior to that property. Then I can sever the ties to the exterior here so they can’t follow us.”

Renby nodded eagerly and turned back to Geela. “You’ll come with us?” He looked at Darkos. “Both of you?”

“No, Renby.” She found her eyes forced down under the eager glances of her apprentices. “I have a sworn duty. I need to eliminate the remaining void spawn and then hit Noire when it’ll hurt the most. Then I have to track down Barney and chop him into little pieces. Maybe feed those to a new hydra.”

“We can come with you.” Vera’s voice burned, and Geela had no doubt that both apprentices would follow her back to their deaths.

It was, however, a tempting offer. Not the ‘follow her back to their deaths’ part, but taking them along with her. Darkos was a lovely henchman and a dear companion, but he’d never be an apprentice. That just wasn’t the succession tree he was on. Especially not now that Geela knew he was a void spawn. Oh, he had power, lots of it, but it was very specialized. He also lacked the thirst for knowledge, the hunger for magical theory that would have let him become an adept magic-user. Finally, he lacked the ambition. He probably would be happy in a little cottage with a deer or something running through it. Under her tutelage, Geela could turn the power-obsessed Vera and Renby into monsters, dedicated and devoted to her but each fighting tooth and nail for their own gain as well. More than minions. True and trusted successors.

At another time in her life, Geela would have jumped at it. But not right now. Perhaps there would come a day where that’s what she wanted again. Honestly, it was almost a certainty. And barring any more throat-slitting or eternal imprisonment, Renby and Vera would both be there waiting for her.

“You need training,” Geela said. “Both of you. You also need to get your strength back. There is a lot that you have to make your peace with. And you both have grandchildren.”

The two looked in horror at the Eight.

“I don’t want anything to do with them,” Renby said. “Professor, they’re all several years older than us. How do we deal with that?”

“Yeah, they are not my problem.” Vera scowled. “Not interested in trying to be anything to them.”

“Well,” Carlosi said, sitting back down on the stone slab. “Perhaps you should have considered that before conceiving their parents.” Then her eyebrows also pinched together. “How did you hide that, Vera? We were in school that whole time, and you somehow had twins without anyone noticing?”

“Concealing garments,” Renby said. “Hid it well. No one noticed.” He smirked, that same smug grin that showed up whenever he did something he was impressed by, which was rather often. It was nice to see the look back on his face after so much quivering in fear.

Geela was, admittedly, impressed by his admission as well since she’d also wondered how Vera had managed to hide her pregnancy for nine months. And it was discussions like this that she’d miss. But she couldn’t pause on her goal now, not with only two spawn left.

“I have issues I must attend to,” Geela said. “They shouldn’t take more than another year or two. Once I’ve finished with Noire, I will return to check in on the two of you, ensure that Carlosi is training you well.”

“I won’t be alone in teaching them.” Carlosi couldn’t bite down a smile. “Gene and Illisadra both received my summons. They’re going to join us in Glimmershire. The three of us will provide these two with the best education possible.”

“Are you frickin’ kidding me?” Vera’s outburst was filled with the kind of indignation only a twenty-year-old could manage. “I am not going to be trained by them. I’m a better student than any of them!”

“You’re a terrible student,” Renby said. “I, however, am a superior student. I was always more powerful and a better learner. And my technique was better. And I—”

“Don’t know when the hell to shut up,” Vera supplied. Then she turned to Geela, face pleading. “Please don’t make us learn from them. It’s so humiliating. They’ll treat us like children. We’re their equals, not their lessers.”

Geela understood quite well Vera and Renby’s anger and concern. As far as the two cared, they were every bit the magic users that Gene, Illisadra, and Carlosi were. Better, really. It would be as if Geela had taken a nap and awakened to find Darkos and Jane had ascended to godhood and were now going to be her mentors. She’d be outraged too.

“I will ensure that they treat you with respect.” Geela shot Carlosi a sharp eye. “Of course, you also must understand that all three now have decades of experience on you. But Carlosi herself has gone to great lengths to keep you safe, you especially, Renby. She hid you from your family when they wanted your body destroyed. And she did this for no reason other than loyalty to her fellow cultists.”

Carlosi stepped in here. “None of us have forgotten how things were back then. This will be an exercise in patience for all of us. But our goal in training you both will be to make the best mages possible out of you. It won’t be a matter of ego.”

Renby’s lip jutted, and Vera’s curled in what was almost a snarl.

“Geela—” Vera started, but Geela would have no more of it. They were running low on time.

“I’ve said my part.” Geela kept a stiff upper lip, as amused as she was sympathetic to their childlike pouts. “Darkos and I will continue to seek out the remaining void spawn and Noire while the two of you mind your studies with the other inner circle and flourish in Berta’s power.”

Renby’s face, already pale, grew a little grey at this.

“Darkos is going too?” Now Vera looked downright pissed.

“He can’t even stay for a little while?” Renby asked. Both apprentices shifted their mournful gazes to Darkos, who looked at though he’d ignored eighty percent of the conversation in favor of uneasily eyeing the growing puddle of blood in the corner.

“He’s my henchman,” Geela said. “Why would he stay?”

Renby looked back to Geela, a thoughtful look in those bright blue eyes. The look on his face reminded her so much of the way he used to work her ego to get favors that her stomach twisted in nostalgia for the old days.

But before he could talk, Vera spoke up. “He’s been studying under you for how long? Two or three years? He’s got more experience working directly underneath you than anyone. At least, more recent experience. He’d be a better teacher than Carlosi.”

This was such a baffling leap in logic that Geela had to take a moment to collect herself, lest she lambast her henchman in front of her apprentices.

“Vera, Renby, I assure you, Darkos is no fit instructor.” Geela glanced over at Darkos, who was now taking in the Eight with a ponderous look. Could that look be mistaken for one of deep thought? Geela was pretty sure she could see a fly buzz out of one ear, but maybe the two apprentices had misinterpreted the look? After all, his dark brow did arch formidably over his two very insightful eyes. The way his lips parted just slightly, the way his fingers brushed the stubble over his well-shaped jaw—

For a moment, Geela saw it. She didn’t get it, but she saw it, and she staggered backwards just a hair.

“No,” she said. “Nope. I am not leaving him with you, no matter what you say.” Their ulterior motive had been revealed in the set of Vera’s jaw and Renby’s puppy eyes. “You two need a good deal of maturing, and I—” need to get Darkos the hell away from a place where half the denizens couldn’t get over him. “...have much work to accomplish, which I’ll need my henchman for.”

Renby opened his mouth, but Geela would hear no more.

“That’s my final word.” She lifted her head at them, eyes taking on a steely look. “You want me to treat you like I did before your deaths? Stop acting like children and do what I command. I will return in a few years. Really, after so long dead, it’ll feel like nothing at all. Oh, and Carlosi?” Geela turned to the woman, who was biting back a smile of her own.

When Geela’s eyes fixed on her, however, her face arranged to a perfect look of obedience. “Yes, Priestess?”

At least someone knew how to keep face. “When Berta comes back, she might be in a bit of a temper. I hijacked her with a mind probe. Pay no attention to her rantings. I trust you to be able to get her back under control.”

Carlosi bowed. “Of course, Priestess.”

“Now.” Geela beckoned in the three. “The same rules apply now as they did when I was High Priestess. Mind your sacrifices, keep them clean, and don’t expand beyond your reach. No sacrificing inner circle members. You might be okay with taking out a few of the Eight, but you’d have to ask their grandparents for permission as well as their own.”

“Of course, Priestess,” Carlosi said, bowing her head.

Renby and Vera exchanged uncomfortable looks before looking back at the Eight, who were starting to rise to their feet, murmuring among themselves.

“Um.” Renby raised his hand, and Geela wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry or scoff at the familiar gesture. “What exactly… Like, they’re adults, right? We don't have to take care of them or anything, right, Professor?”

“I wouldn’t imagine so,” Geela said. “But they do have children, your great-grandchildren, who they might ask you to babysit once in a while.”

This had the desired effect on both, who wrinkled their noses in horror.

“Well, you should have thought of that before having children then, shouldn't you have?” Geela said. “Your first task should be ensuring their compliance and obedience, don’t you think?”

Vera sighed, shoulders drooping. “I suppose so.” Then she took a deep breath and held herself straight. “Thank you, Geela, for the gifts of life you have given us and for allowing us to remain in your fold, even if from afar.”

Geela nodded her head solemnly and held out her hand, palm up. Vera placed her hand on top of Geela’s, and Geela completed the gesture by placing her remaining hand atop Vera’s.

“I promise, Vera. A few years will feel like days after the last fifty.” Geela tightened her hold on the young woman’s hands. “Trust me. The years only pass quicker.”

Vera nodded. “I’ll make the best of them. Thank you, Geela.”

Geela held the girl’s eyes for a moment longer. “Apart in body, never apart in mind.” This was a classic farewell used by the cultists, but it held special significance for the two women. They had been the last words Geela had said to Vera before locking her in the bloodrock.

Vera nodded, her lip trembling, before turning and heading to the Eight.

Renby stood, a bit hesitant, likely hoping for a similar farewell but not willing to ask. Geela wasn’t going to repeat the last words she’d said to him, which had probably been ‘don’t try to stop the bleeding. Oh, for God’s sake, someone hold his arms down,’ or something similarly horrible. Instead, she smiled.

“It’s not like you to hold back on asking a favor,” she said, holding out her hand in a similar gesture as to Vera.

“Everything’s changed,” he said. “It feels like hours ago that I was the heir presumptive of the House Talladaru, and the six of us were all apprentices at the academy, and you were our priestess, and now—”

“You will learn everything that has passed and more.” Geela looked over at Carlosi. “We will make sure of it.”

“Chin up,” Carlosi said. “You managed to skip four decades of magical advancement. By the time you’re my age, you’ll have vastly outpaced the other inner circle.”

Of course, this bit of unnecessary flattery was enough to make Renby smile and put his hand on top of Geela’s.

Geela put her hand on his. “Hold yesterday in peace, and may tomorrow bring you what you make of it.”

“And you, Professor.” With this, he turned and bounded off to where the Eight were trying to grasp at Vera’s hands.

“The priestess has imparted a blessing on her!” one shouted. “We must bask in it!”

“Do not bask in my hands!”

Geela grinned and turned to Carlosi. “Do make sure those two recover fully. Vera needs to keep her soul on the Mortal Realm for a bit, so no astral surfing, no matter what she says. And make sure Renby eats and sleeps, no more of those stupid all-nighters he used to pull. He’s little enough as is, and his immune system won’t handle even a cough.” By now, Renby had reached Vera’s side and was trying futilely to pull his granddaughter's hands off Vera’s wrists. A little lump formed in her throat as Vera snapped at him, and the two began bickering. “Vera likes to break the rules, which will always rile him up, and they’ve got to—”

“Priestess.” Carlosi’s interruption was gentle if firm. “I remember them well too. You’re leaving them in good hands.”

When Geela had been four years old, her mother had taken her on a weekend trip to town. She’d left her fish with her older sister to watch over while she was gone. Geela had spent the entire trip worrying that she hadn’t properly told Nelly how to look after the thing. Her mother had assured her that the fish would be okay.

He hadn’t been. Nelly had forgotten to clean his water and give him his special nibbles, and he’d been dead for a day by the time Geela and her mother got home. Geela hadn’t forgiven Nelly until exactly twelve seconds after the hay fever had finished with her.

The point was, Geela didn’t want a missed instruction to end up with one of her apprentices dead because Carlosi forgot their special nibbles. But Carlosi was a tad more competent than six-year-old Nelly had ever been. It would be okay.

“Farewell then. Darkos!” She turned to find Darkos scurrying over from where he’d been watching Vera and Renby try to scold their offspring. “We’re leaving. Before Berta returns. We need to visit Eve’s office.”

Darkos blinked in the way he always did, right before launching into his trademarked set of ‘whys.’

“Why?”

“Because there’s information up there that we need.” Geela turned and began walking for the door, with Darkos scrambling in her wake.

“What information? Do we even have time for that?”

“Well, I suppose we could just skip the office and leave.” Geela tapped her chin as the two started up the stairs. “Would you like to chart our course?”

She could feel him swell with pride at the task before deflating just slightly. “Sure. I can do that. Where are we headed?”

Geela looked at him, eyes wide with faux surprise. “Oh, what do you mean? You don’t know where we’re headed?”

“We’re going to find the other void spawn?” He looked stumped. “But we don’t even know where they are!”

“Nope.”

“And Fairy and Eve are both dead.”

“Yup.”

“So…” Darkos trailed off, and Geela could hear the realization click into place. “So, Eve’s office.”

“Got it in six. I’m almost impressed but also very much not so.”

“Geeeela.”








CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

A Few Personal, Private Family Affairs




Upstairs, the academy was in such a panic it was somehow easier to get to Eve’s office than it had been during their entire stay at the Celestial City. Geela didn’t even realize til they were halfway up that she’d forgotten to disguise them.

Good riddance, though. The imposing nose was fun, but the limp black locks were miserable.

They pushed through the throng of panicking students and staff until they got to Eve’s office. The door gave them a little trouble, requesting a key, and in lieu of that, asking a security question.

“What’s the name of your first pet?” it asked, its pleasant voice barely audible above the screaming in the hall.

“Next question,” Geela said out of the corner of her mouth, trying very hard not to look too out of place, pressing her back against the wall.

“What was the name of your third favorite teacher?”

Who the hell designed this thing?

“Next question,” Geela said.

“What is your mother’s maiden name?”

She really oughta just knock it down. But that would cause even more panic. Maybe no one would notice, though.

Well. She could try at least one more.

“Next ques—”

“Elle.”

Geela looked sharply at Darkos, who’d said the word almost too quietly for Geela to hear.

The door, however, had no trouble hearing it and swung open with a triumphant ‘kaching!’ noise.

Darkos perked up and scrambled in, with Geela hesitating a second before following hot on his heels. She slammed the door behind them.

“How did you know that?” she asked between clenched teeth.

Darkos turned, those dumb brown eyes sparkling with satisfaction. “Well. As the child of Noire, Fairy was the one running the show, not Eve. So this is really Fairy’s office, and she was probably the one to put in the security. Keem is Nefaria’s last name. I’m guessing that they went by different last names to prevent people from catching on to their relationship. Eve’s been around forever, though, both as a professor and a student, so it’d be harder for her to get away with a name change. If I had to guess which last name was her original name, I’d guess ‘Elle.’ And I was right!”

It made sense in a Darkos kinda way, where it didn’t make sense. Geela didn’t really have time to lay out why his guess was stupid, both because they had maybe a few minutes here before security swept the place and because he wasn’t wrong, so it would take a lot of thinking.

“Just help me look through her files and folders for anything useful.” Really, it didn’t make any sense. Had there always been an Eve Elle at the Academy? Like, the whole time Geela had been there? And she never noticed? Was Keem Nefaria’s father’s last name? Or did Eve make it up for extra stupid pun points? Did Noire make it up? Is that what Void Fiends did all day? Sit around coming up with lame puns to gift their children?

As she searched, Geela picked up on something, a smell or a feeling, something deeply familiar. Her fingers landed on a huge sack of mail in the back of an armoire. Inside were dozens of bundles, which Fairy had sorted in a ramshackle manner, but one stood out like spoiled milk among freshly baked cakes. It stood out because Geela could recognize the stench of magic on it from a million miles away.

It was a stash of letters from Barney. His magical trace pierced through her brain like a lightning bolt, and she had to stop for a minute, fingers brushing over the letters, and compose herself.

A hundred questions pinged through her mind. Why had Barney and Fairy been in touch? How long had they? Had it been before or after hers and Barney’s split? How did he find Nefaria? How much did he know? Was he truly working with Noire, as Darkos’s dream from Spirebrook had hinted at? Could she really go and read through those letters right now?

 Too many memories had been stirred up today, and Geela wasn’t sure if she could read through a lengthy correspondence between her ex-husband and latest enemy. She might blast off another chunk of the Academy, or worse, burst into tears in front of Darkos. He was no stranger to her dramatic wailing, but they didn’t have time for tea right now, and Geela was starting to feel like maybe she really needed a cup.

“Hey, I did find something about a cosmic blockage!” Darkos’s voice, which sounded rather pleased with itself, shattered her mounting melancholy, and Geela looked up, shoving the letters deep in her bag.

“A cosmic blockage? What is that, some kind of holy constipation hex?” Geela asked, letting herself calm down and bringing herself back to the task at hand.

Darkos laughed a bit too much considering the tepid nature of the joke but continued after a few moments. “No, no, it’s like a barrier between cosmic Patrons and their followers. Takes years to put up to full strength, but somehow she did it.”

“That’s… that’s very impressive.” Geela didn’t know too much about the specific spell, but it had to be very powerful. “How’d she manage that? If I’m not much mistaken, her plan, though it would have resulted in levels of power unlike anything Sinistrina or Malevo could have managed, didn’t actually result in any power because it never completed.”

“Yeah, I don’t know. I’ll keep looking.”

Darkos didn’t seem to fully get why they were there, but that was all right. Maybe he’d find something.

A few minutes later, he did.

“Aha! I found more about the blockage.”

It just didn’t seem to be anything worthwhile.

“Yeah?” Geela asked, half paying attention. For such a faithful clerk, Nefaria’s organizational skills were awful. Yes, she’d been moonlighting as a void spawn, but after decades of working in her mother’s office, she should have learned something.

“She… oh man, Geela. She stole the power.” Darkos was fighting a giggle. “The power she needed to make the block? She stole it.”

“I hardly see why that’s so amusing.” Geela moved to another drawer. “They’re void spawns. It’s what they do.”

“No, she stole it from Sinistrina.” Now Darkos was laughing. “Apparently, Sinistrina never really realized why all her plots always ended up fizzling a bit. Fairy was leeching away her power. I think Malevo guessed but didn’t say anything, and Terha definitely knew but didn’t want to ruffle feathers. Hari never learned but—”

“Darkos, who the hell are Hari and Terha? And before you answer, consider very seriously why should I care?” Though she couldn’t very well tell him to change where he was looking, and though the fact that Fairy stole power from Sinistrina was very amusing, this just wasn’t the time.

“Sorry, sorry,” Darkos said, backtracking hard. “It was just some weird politics stuff. Do you want me to put this back, or…”

“No, do keep it,” Geela said. “That does sound like the kind of thing that might be interesting to peruse, maybe when there isn’t hell raining down around us.”

“Right,” Darkos said. “Especially since it means Celeste hasn’t just abandoned her followers. She was blocked and might be angry when she gets through.”

“Mhm.” Geela briefly considered this before dismissing it. Not because it wasn’t important but because she just really didn’t want to think about that right now. “Let’s just focus?”

He nodded and plopped down the folder he’d been leafing through, auspiciously labeled ‘Family Secrets.’

Geela stared at it as Darkos moved on to a bookcase, flipping through various tomes as if expecting the secrets of the Gods themselves to pour out. As she approached, the words on the folder changed. They were written in a weird, inky scrawl that shifted between ‘Family Secrets’ and ‘Summer Class Grades.’

“Darkos?” Geela asked as she picked up the folder and began looking through it.

“Hmm? Hey, isn’t that the file you told me not to—”

She held up a hand. “What’s written on the front?”

He squinted. “Family Secrets? No, wait. Wait. Grades—Secrets. Geela, what’s wrong with it?”

“It’s written in void pitch. In fact, the whole thing is.” The ink inside, though, wasn’t as good of an enchantment. The folder title required a degree of concentration. Anyone with void magic could have read the contents, though. Darkos wouldn’t have even noticed.

“That’s a void thing?” he asked.

“Void pitch? Not at all.” God, this had everything she needed in it. Everything and more. This was wonderful. “Aha, there we are—wait. Oh. There’s no way.” Geela scowled hard at the paper. “Aww.”

“What is it?” Darkos asked, butting his head next to hers. “The Bella twins? More twins? Really?”

“I really liked them.” Geela’s lip jutted. Yes, Darkos had read properly. More twins. But more importantly, were their identities. Queen Terha Bella of the Third Southern Island Region, a malicious woman known for her iron fist and her borther, the dread pirate Hari Bella, scourge of the seas and renowned practitioner of dark magic.

It made sense. It really did. Geela had always kept an eye on her contemporaries in the general evildoers’ circle and had thought the two showed promise during their rise to notoriety over the past decade. They’d appeared out of nowhere one day and terrorized the seas so greatly that the entire First Southern Island Region fell to them with only a few ships. Geela had, at the time, debated whether they’d end up her enemies or allies, as most significant evildoers ended up being at least one.

This would apparently seem to answer that question. It made sense that two suspiciously named, well-known practitioners of dark magic, specifically called out in a magically disguised book by a known void spawn would themselves be void spawn, but Geela didn’t have to like it.

“Well.” She snapped the folder shut. “I suppose that settles it. We’re headed to the sea.”

“Which one?” Darkos asked as Geela pulled out her bag and dropped the folder in. “There are a dozen, right?”

“The Eighth,” she said, walking towards the door.

“Didn’t you drain that one?”

A smirk crossed her face. “You’re paying attention for once. Good. You’re right, not the Eighth. I believe we’re actually headed towards the Fifth—”

She was cut off as the door to the office banged open, revealing a very frazzled, very exhausted, and very overburdened Jane.

“Mistress Geela. Darkos.” She bowed twice, each time the ludicrous amount of bags and baskets strapped to her threatening to topple her. “We have to go. The Silver Guard, they were at the Lounging Loon. They knew who you were. They were asking for you and everything, and the innkeeper was all telling them, and I was panicking, and I packed as much stuff as I could and jumped out the window and broke my foot and ran all the way here.”

With this last word, she took a deep breath and collapsed under the weight of Geela’s belongings. Broken feet made for poor pack mules, though Geela almost appreciated the dedication.

“Oh, Jane.” Geela shook her head, tsking. “Darkos, put all that stuff in my bag.”

He nodded, hopping to work as the two unsaddled her. “I suppose we should… Are we taking—or rather, can we take her with us?”

Geela opened her mouth to shut him down hard but then thought better. Darkos would never be a Dark Lord, it was true, but he did take to having a minion rather well. “If you can promise to look after her, keep her out of trouble, and water her twice a day, then yes, you can keep her.”

Darkos’s face lit up, and he began shoveling his and Geela’s belongings even faster before laying his hands on her bruised foot and murmuring a prayer to definitely-not-Alerion.

It took another excruciatingly long minute before Jane’s eyes popped open, “M-Master Darkos. Did you—”

That was all she got out before Geela grabbed her left arm, Darkos grabbed her right arm, and the two lifted her off the ground and took off down the hall. Jane didn’t seem to quite register that she was being carried as her legs kicked frantically in the empty space beneath her. The three made it remarkably far, even with Jane’s feet only actually making it to the ground once they reached the entry floor.

But that was when their luck ran out.

Just as they rounded the corner to exit the building, a glint of silver drew Geela’s eyes to the Academy gate. The jig was up. The Silver Guard had arrived.

“Crap,” she said under her breath, holding back Jane and Darkos. “They’ve got us boxed in.” If it had just been her, she could have found some way out, but taking along a henchman and his minion? This would be difficult and would require a good degree of stealth.

“We’re dooooomed,” Jane said.

“Geela.” Darkos tugged on Geela’s sleeve. “You have a plan, right?”

Geela didn’t have a plan. She looked around the courtyard in front of the main building. On one end were the Silver Guard, arranging themselves and likely coming up with an attack plan. Their power mounted rapidly, and it made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. On the other end of the courtyard were a hundred campus security guards, still swarming around the hovercart.

The hovercart…

Geela did have a plan. She rolled up her sleeves and plunged a hand into her bag, coming up with a palmful of void powder. It would do.

“On my heels and follow close,” she said, ushering the two forward. “This will barely even distract them, but if we’re quick, I think we’ve got a shot.”

Geela didn’t wait for their acknowledgment. With a flourish, she flung forward the powder, and the air was soon choked by a suffocating darkness. The three sprinted through the security, shoving and crashing into semi-armed guards, none of whom were at all equipped to see through Geela’s void powder. Only once did one manage to get a grip on Geela’s hair, but Darkos beat him off with a mighty flurry of blows.

Then they were in the hovercart, and Darkos, without even needing to be told, was at the helm, powering the thing in the air. He had grown so much during their stay in the city.

“Don’t turn back no matter what!” Geela braced herself in the doorway, looking down over the chaos below. All her doing. Just the mention of her name had the entire city in an uproar. An utter panic.

She loved all of it.

“Darkos, keep that thing flying. Jane? Don’t breathe til we’re out of city limits.” She rolled up her sleeves, ready to fight back anything that attacked them as they took to the sky. Just like last time, except this time with her companions onboard instead of dead and buried deep underground. A wild grin lit up her face. “Next stop, the Fifth Sea!”
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