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Chapter 1

	 

	Isabella was trapped. With the metal bar pinning her arm she half-crouched, torso uncomfortably twisted towards the ground, and steadfastly gazed at the floor so she could pretend — just for a moment — that the mortifying predicament in which she currently found herself had gone unnoticed. 

	“You’re stuck, Commander,” one of her men called out, clearly noticing it.

	She forced herself to look up. Half-a-dozen bewildered guards stared back. She smiled at them, teeth gritted through the pain. “So I am.”

	The guard who had called out scratched his chin and looked doubtful, as though he weren’t sure this could be true. “In a mousetrap,” he helpfully added, after thinking it over some more.

	She nodded. A flush was creeping up behind her neck to her ears.

	“Big one,” he continued. “Would be better used for trapping cats, or something of similar size to cats. Maybe weasels?”

	“Baby rage demons?” suggested another of her guards.

	“Mice that are unusually oversized,” one of the less imaginative ones yelled with a firm nod.

	“Not humans, though,” the first said. “Much too small to kill a human. Look, the Commander’s clearly alive.” 

	“So I am,” Isabella said again. “Liam, your observations are most astute.” She looked at her arm to distract herself from the mortification. Blood had begun to seep out around the metal jaws digging into her flesh. It pooled a little, built up, then spilled over and ran down her arm in slow rivulets towards the cheese. Her eyes widened as she tracked the streams, the gap between blood and gouda steadily closing.

	Theodore immediately understood the gravity of the situation. He took a piece of cloth from his satchel, leapt down beside her, and wrapped it around her lower arm to protect the thick wedge of cheese. 

	Blood thwarted from reaching its destination, Isabella exhaled in relief and gave him an appreciative smile. 

	“Don’t worry, Commander,” he whispered, noting her flushed cheeks. “It could have happened to anyone. You weren’t to know the trap was under an invisibility spell.”

	She took a deep breath and shook off the initial shock, looked up at her men and snapped back into action. “Well, don’t just stand there and stare. Ezra, Cyrus, Liam, search the church for the thief. She may still be here. Arrius and Nicobar, return to the guardhouse and look into how she got her hands on demon magic. Theo, help me get this cursed contraption off.”

	The guards jumped to attention at once, scattering in five different directions around the church, boots stampeding all over the stone floor. 

	Isabella turned back to the mousetrap clamping her arm down. She prodded it with her other hand, still slightly stunned it was real. The pain was real enough, and its solid form could not be denied,  but it had materialised so suddenly when she’d reached down to grab the cheese. The sharp jaws dug into her arm up past her elbow, and she gripped it with her free hand and tried to wrench it off. It moved a few inches. 

	Theo knelt beside her. Working together, they managed to prise it upwards until it snapped back. She flung it several metres away, a clang ringing out around the church when it landed. The relief of it no longer pressing down on her bicep was immense, and she sat down with a thud to examine her bleeding arm. 

	Theo’s face was full of concern. “We need to get you to a healer.” 

	She shook her head. “The wound is minor. The cloth will be sufficient for now. Is the cheese all right?”

	He inspected it carefully. “It appears undamaged, but she could have poisoned it. I wouldn’t eat it if I were you.”

	Isabella pulled a face. “Wrap it up and we’ll take it back to the guardhouse for examination.” 

	She stood and adjusted her tunic, flung her cloak back around her shoulders, and turned in a slow circle. The place was deserted. Early morning sunlight glittered in through the stained-glass windows casting a rainbow of colours on the pews. It was chilly in here in spite of the cloudless skies outside, and there was no sign of the priestess who had sent an urgent messenger at dawnbreak to inform the City Watch of the robbery. Cerys Neria, she’d said, a known thief, con artist, and general nuisance to the City Watch, had only gone and stolen a statue of the Goddess herself.

	Theo put the cheese in his satchel and eyed the pedestal where the trap had been waiting for them. “Cerys must’ve had a beast of a time lugging the Goddess out of here.”

	Isabella followed his gaze. An empty pedestal where once the statue had stood gave an unsettling air of desertion to the church, a place of worship now devoid of its Creator. She could still see it, the statue that had stood tall on that pedestal for as many years as she could remember. The Goddess overseeing all who entered, her thick wave of hair cascading in curls down to her waist, robes cascading down to her feet, her perfectly serene face warm and inviting in spite of the cold marble. 

	A door banged behind them. Pounding boots approached. Isabella turned to see Liam rushing back from behind the pulpit. “Commander,” he said breathlessly. “It ain’t just stealin’ this time. She’s done a murder.”

	Isabella and Theo exchanged an alarmed glance. Immediately they ran, following Liam up the aisle, past the pulpit, and through the small door that led to the priestess’s office.

	She smelled the fear as soon as they entered. It lingered in the air still, though the priestess was long dead. Isabella stared down at the body in dismay. The holy woman lay in a pool of her own blood, her white robes stained red, unseeing eyes wide open and terror-filled. Her throat had been slit, and her hand lay limp beside it, drenched in blood from the effort of staunching the flow.

	Isabella swallowed down the nausea. “How could the Goddess allow this to happen? To a priestess?”

	“She works in mysterious ways,” several guards automatically answered. 

	Isabella suppressed the flicker of annoyance the words caused. She had heard this statement all too often lately and it felt ever more unsatisfactory each time. But she could not blame the guards for saying it; it was the oft-stated answer to any unanswerable question, and certainly it was true enough.  

	She tore her eyes away from the body. She had seen many murders before, but never a priestess, a holy servant of the Goddess herself.  “Cerys has never murdered before. She’s a thief and a con artist, but she doesn’t kill. Why would she do this?”

	“Maybe the priestess tried to stop her from taking the statue, and there was a struggle,” Theo suggested.

	“But she had already stolen the statue when the priestess sent the messenger.” 

	He frowned and fiddled with the straps of his satchel. “Or she decided the stakes in these cat and mouse games she plays with you aren’t high enough. She’s escalating.”

	“Perhaps,” said Isabella, with a rueful glance at her arm. A welt was already forming. By this time tomorrow she would have a prominent angry and red reminder of the incident. “The message is certainly clear.” 

	Liam rubbed his chin with a sage nod. “That it is.” His brow creased. “What’s the message?” 

	“Well, I should think something like I’m not the mouse, you’re the mouse.”

	“Ah,” said Liam. “Oh. Yeah, that could be it.” 

	“I hate to say it Commander,” Theo said, “but she’s good enough at evading capture when it’s only stolen artefacts on the line. If she’s progressed to murder, she’ll be all the more motivated to elude us.”

	“Aye, slippin’ outta sticky situations is what she does best,” Liam agreed. “She’s slippery as a recently moisturised eel, is that woman. We’ll never catch her now.”

	Isabella feared it was true. She nodded slowly. “She’ll go deep underground, or leave Solistopia entirely, escape beyond the outer reaches of the realm. We may never find her.” 

	“I FOUND HER,” a yell thundered out in the distance. The small group of guards started at the sound. Isabella swivelled on her heel and ran from the office, swerved around the doorway and bolted along the passageway towards the voice. The guards raced after her. Ezra stood at the back entrance of the church, wildly gesturing at them to hurry. Isabella burst out onto the steps and came to an abrupt stop at the sight that greeted her. 

	The church graveyard lay before them, rays of sun bouncing off the headstones. A havoc demon sprawled out across the roof of a slate mausoleum and lolled about in the warmth. Cerys stood amongst the graves, clutching the statue of the Goddess in her arms, barely able to hold it upright. It was two feet taller than her, and she struggled to haul it towards the mausoleum. She was red-faced from yelling angry insults up at the demon, who basked in the sunlight and paid her no heed.

	Cerys stopped mid-yell and slowly turned to look over at Isabella and the guards. She gripped the statue tighter and threw them a flustered smile. “Ah.” She looked down at the ground. “Erm.” A quick glance at Isabella from underneath her lashes. “Well.” She tapped her fingers on the statue. “Fancy seeing you lot here.” 

	Her head whipped back towards the demon, harried expression morphing to a glare. “Your tardiness is to blame for this.”

	Isabella drew her sword and marched towards them. Cerys awkwardly navigated her body behind the statue. It threatened to topple over, and she stumbled against it, wrenching it upright again. “Don’t come any closer or I’ll…” she looked around wildly.

	Isabella paused a few feet away and reached for her manacles. “You’ll what?”

	Cerys locked eyes with her. “I’ll push her over.”

	“You’d never. Not the Goddess.”

	The con woman yelled up at the demon again, her urgency growing. “I paid for my passage already you shrivelled up softcock. You have to take me to the underworld. Satan’s expecting me.”

	“Price has gone up,” the demon said, his voice a croaky rasp. “I shan’t open the portal for you until you’ve procured a warmth charm for me.”

	Isabella continued towards her. “You’re under arrest.”

	The statue teetered sideways precariously. Cerys hefted it upright as best she could and dropped the confrontational attitude, instead adopting a look of contrition. Beseeching, as though she could beg her way out of this. “Come now Isy, don’t be cross with me.” A disarming smile, a tilt of the head, eyes widening in what Isabella supposed was intended to convey innocence. “It was only a little joke. Didn’t you like my gift? That’s expensive gouda from the artisanal cheesemaker on Lucidus Street I stole for you, I know it’s your favourite. A little pain for cheese is worth it, surely.” 

	“Not under arrest for the trap,” Liam shouted, running up besides Isabella. “For the murder!” This proclamation was accompanied by a dramatic sweep of his arm, which Isabella swiftly ducked to avoid.

	There was a long silence. Cerys’ mouth fell open, confusion spreading across her face. A flop of dark hair had fallen over her eye, clammy in the heat, and with her hands otherwise occupied she tried to blow it away to questionable success.

	The demon sat up, intrigued. “Murder?” 

	Isabella coughed. “Well, actually, for the trap as well. That’s assaulting a commander.”

	“Oh, right,” Liam said. “For the trap too then.”

	“And for stealing a statue of the Goddess, and procuring an invisibility spell from a demon.” Isabella threw a look at the havoc demon. “I assume that was you.”

	He swung his scaly legs over the roof edge and glared at her as though she’d slighted his honour. “Assumptions are made by fools and fraudulent fortune tellers.”

	“And, of course, for stealing a wheel of cheese from the Lucidus Street cheesemaker,” Isabella finished.

	Cerys stared, bewildered, between all of them. “What are you dehydrated plumeheads talking about? What murder? I didn’t murder anyone.” 

	“The priestess is dead,” said Isabella.

	The demon threw back his head and cackled.

	“Well, I didn’t do it,” said Cerys. “I never killed anyone.”

	Six faces swivelled in unison towards the demon. He stopped laughing when he saw their expressions and held his hooves up defensively. “Avert your accusatory gazes at once. You know I cannot enter churches.”

	It seemed to dawn on Cerys now that her situation was more perilous than she had realised, and her pleas to the demon increased in desperation. “Please, Firesh, you have to take me.” Her voice was a low whisper, a panicked eye flicking towards Isabella. “They’ll send me to the Judge if you don’t.”

	He shrugged apathetically. “No charm, no passage.”

	Isabella eyed the demon. The sense of havoc emanating from his body was slowly spreading in her direction, the swell of chaos already at the base of her spine. It threatened to creep up and spill out, but she shook it off, kept it at bay, and confronted him directly. “Giving humans access to demon magic violates the Three Plane Accord. I could have your second plane privileges revoked.”

	His lizard eyes flashed. “Your lack of evidence rivals your lack of ability to evade traps.”

	Isabella looked back at Cerys, but before she could speak, a hissing sound came from the roof of the mausoleum that fast increased in volume. It became a howling of discordant syllables, syllables that were cloaked in malevolence and clashed against their ears like cymbals. The havoc demon was chanting an incantation in demon tongue. 

	“Firesh,” Isabella called out, “if I hear one more word of that demonic spell I shall report you to the angels.”

	The chanting stopped.

	She turned her focus back to Cerys.

	Then a scuffling sound from the roof of the mausoleum. All heads swivelled upwards once more. Silence fell over the guards as they listened to the demon’s movements. Isabella was directly below the stone edifice now, she could see nothing. Swiftly she raised her sword and stared at the edge, ears pricked. The scuffling stopped. A heavy stillness descended over the graveyard. 

	Then, in muffled murmurs so low they were barely audible, came the sound of the demon valiantly attempting a screeching chant in the quietest of whispers. 

	Isabella rolled her eyes to the heavens. “Ezra, take care of that would you.”

	“Gladly, Commander,” Ezra shouted.

	She waited until she heard him take the two leaps up to the roof and wrestle a protesting Firesh to the ground before swinging her sword back to Cerys.

	Cerys pulled herself up straighter and shielded her body with the Goddess. “Satan wants the statue. She’ll be extremely vexed if I don’t bring it to her.”

	“What does Satan want with a statue of her sister?” 

	“Why, she wants to see if she can use it like a voodoo doll of course.”

	Isabella gaped at her. “Like a… but that would never wo—” she stopped and considered the prospect for a moment, throwing a questioning glance at Theo. “Would that work?”

	He looked uncertain. “Maybe?” 

	She shook her head and strode forward, grabbed Cerys by the arm and spun her around. 

	Theo, Cyrus, and Liam frantically leapt towards the statue and grabbed it before it toppled over.

	Isabella pressed Cerys against the side of the mausoleum and snapped the manacles around her wrists.

	“Oh, Isy don’t,” Cerys said, squirming in her grasp. “You know I’m no murderer. I may have done a few things you frown upon, relieved the rich of a little burdensome gold — really it weighs down their pockets so, they ought to thank me  —  a few instances of identity theft, a little light demonic fraternisation, but I wouldn’t kill a priestess.” 

	“Cerys Neria,” Isabella said. “By the authority of the Queen, the Senate, and the Council of Enchantresses, I am arresting you for the murder of Amadea Cardaiges, priestess of the city of Solistopia’s 11th Church of the Vitalic Goddess. You’re coming back to the guardhouse with us.” 

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	A signal flashed from the watchtower as Isabella and the guards approached the guardhouse on horseback. The great iron gates swung open with low creaks and groans, gently carried off in the summer breeze. They rode through the gates into the yard and dismounted, boots creating a dusty cloud as they hit the sand in a series of thuds.  

	Isabella gave her steed a thump of gratitude on its rump and handed the reins over to a stable boy. Ezra and Liam wrestled a reluctant and wriggling Cerys down and made sure their grip on her elbows was firm. “Shall we take her to the dungeon, Commander?” Ezra asked.

	Isabella glanced at Cerys. The flop of hair had fallen over her eye again, and with both hands bound behind her back she could only ineffectually blow at it. “There’s an unoccupied room on the second floor, put her in there. I’d like to question her first.”

	She turned and swept up the steps. Guards flanked the entrance, and they swiftly opened the doors and tipped their hats at her. She greeted them politely and strode into the foyer, went straight to the stairway, and dashed up three flights of stairs.

	Kadriel’s office was a few doors down from her own, a visit to which was always a welcome respite from the grislier aspects of the job, and she was grateful to have reason to make a brief detour there today.

	“Enter,” came the peace angel’s muffled reply upon hearing her knock.

	The atmosphere changed as soon as she walked in. It was barely perceptible, but Isabella could sense the serenity in the air around her. It gave the office a type of warmth that had nothing to do with the temperature, though the brick-walled room was flooded with sunlight. It was a welcoming, cosy warmth, the sort that made you feel instantly relaxed, and the perfect antidote to the feeling of untethered chaos that lingered still from suffering the presence of a havoc demon. 

	The angel sat at her desk, quill in hand, marking down notes on parchment. She looked up and her serene face broke into a broad smile at the sight of Isabella. The smile, too, was warm, such that even the most awkwardly flailing person would feel perfectly at ease. “Oh, your arm,” Kadriel said as she rose to greet her.

	“It’s fine, barely a scratch,” Isabella said with a dismissive wave.

	Kadriel walked around her desk, the calming scent of lilacs wafting across as she approached, and placed her hand ever so lightly on Isabella’s bare arm, right below the cloth hastily tied around the wound. Warmth spread from her fingertips through to Isabella’s veins and filled her with that same sense of peace. “Please, sit.”

	Isabella took a seat and glanced down at the spot Kadriel had touched. 

	The angel saw her curious expression and gently shook her head. “I am not a healer. It is still wounded.”

	“I know,” said Isabella. “But it feels sublime.”

	“It is simply the power of touch. Humans have this magic too.”

	“True, but I must say, it feels all the more magical coming from you.” She could still feel the residual tingles in her arm, still feel each imprint of the angel’s fingertips delicately pressing into her skin, soft as the fluttering wings of a butterfly.

	“You are very kind to say. What business have you?”

	“Some demon activity to report. Firesh, the havoc demon, sold an invisibility spell to a human today, and then attempted to cast his own demonic spell.”

	“Fucking havoc demons,” said the angel, the crease in her forehead breaking the tranquillity of her face. “I truly thought he understood the consequences of that. He has been warned twice already.” She tapped her quill against the desk. “I shall contact the Order and see about beginning banishment proceedings.”

	“Thank you. It seems to me there’s been an increase in demons violating the Three Plane Accord lately. Only yesterday I caught a misery demon making an illegal trade in broad daylight right on the open street. I fear the balance is tipping.” 

	Kadriel nodded. She swept a cascade of curls behind her shoulder and took up her quill again. “The angels are aware. We are considering doing away with the three-warning system. A first-time offense will prohibit them from crossing to the second plane. We will ensure the balance is restored.”

	Isabella gave her a grateful smile. She reluctantly bid the angel goodbye, loath to leave the calming sanctuary of her presence, and made her way back down the stairway to the guards’ stations. Most of her men were out patrolling the streets at this hour, but some had remained behind to train, clean their weapons, or were idly chatting over mugs of tea, their clatter and chatter bouncing around the stone walls. She gave them friendly nods as she passed. 

	Theo stood outside the room she’d ordered Cerys to be deposited in, dutifully guarding the door straight-backed and solemn-faced, hands firmly clasped behind him. Liam and Ezra loitered nearby, curious about the prisoner. 

	“A baby rage demon,” she heard Liam muse as she drew near, “would never be enticed by human food. You gotta put some thought into the logic of these matters.” 

	Ezra blew on the steam coming off his tea. “I’m just saying, the wee buggers’d be ‘round about the right size. I’m startin’ with size-based logic and then I’ll move onto motivational whatsits. What d’you think, Theo?”

	“I think we ought not to be mucking around at work,” he said, staring steadfast ahead. Then, to Isabella: “She’s ready for you. I took the liberty of retrieving her records.” He nodded towards the room and handed her a thick scroll.

	She took it gratefully, the length of parchment detailing Cerys’ activities a hefty weight in her hands. 

	“Chief’s not too happy, by the way.”

	She raised an eyebrow. “Unhappier than usual?”

	“She doesn’t understand why you’re not just throwing her straight in a dungeon cell.”

	“I have questions.”

	He glanced at her arm. “Sure you don’t want a healer?”

	She shook her head. “It feels healed already.”

	“Well, be careful in there. She’ll try and trick you. I’m here if you need me.”

	She nodded, gave him a pat on the shoulder, and pushed the door open.

	Cerys sat at a wooden table, her hands still bound behind her. She slumped in her chair like a compressed caterpillar and idly trailed a pattern on the floor with her foot, but perked up at the sight of Isabella. “Isy!” A bright smile spread across her face as she struggled to sit upright. “My favourite of all the plumeheads. Was expecting you to lob me straight into my usual cell like a rotten cabbage, but this time you want to spend time with me. I’m touched.” 

	Isabella pulled out a chair and sat. “We only wear plumes on ceremonious occasions.”

	“Say, can’t you get me out of these manacles.” She rolled her shoulder with a grimace. “They’re chafing something awful.” 

	“No,” Isabella replied. 

	“I’ll behave, I promise.”

	“You can’t fool me, Cerys.”

	Cerys smirked, her gaze falling to Isabella’s arm. “I demonstrably can, if you cast your mind back through the foggy mists of time to about an hour ago.”

	Isabella could have kicked herself. She’d walked right into that one. She ignored Cerys’ smug look and unrolled the scroll. 

	“Ah now, come on, don’t read that,” she said, her self-satisfaction turning to a wince. “It’s not my finest work. I’m embarrassed for me.”

	“Really? I thought the time you impersonated a lion trainer for a week was quite impressive.”

	Cerys brightened for a moment. “Yes, I made it out of that one surprisingly uneaten. Still, in the end you caught me. I bumbled it.” She sighed a weary sigh. “The real tragedy of my life is all my best work goes unappreciated. You’ll never know about the brilliant jobs I’ve pulled off.”

	Isabella watched her face carefully. She spoke candidly and conversationally, the warm brown of her eyes wide and luminous, as though she expected you to find her innocent even as she spoke of her crimes. 

	The sound of chair legs scraping across the stone floor filled the room as Cerys scooted in and leant as close to Isabella as she could, tangled obsidian-black hair falling forward to frame her face. “On account of the fact that I pulled them off.”

	Isabella pulled back a little. “Perhaps you’d like to tell me about them now.”

	“Oh I want to,” she said. “I long to impress you, and I think if you knew about the truly masterful art I’ve performed, you would be. But the only work of mine you ever see is the stuff I bungled up like an amateur dolt. Still, I think I’ll refrain from stabbing myself in the foot.”

	“Awfully convenient, that, don’t you think?”

	“How do you mean?”

	“It’s easy to claim you’ve pulled off masterful scams. You have the perfect excuse as to why we don’t know about them. But there is every likelihood your words are nothing but lies and colourful inventions. Perhaps the only sort of jobs you’ve ever done are the ones we know about, the ones you’ve bungled up. You desperately want people to believe you’re a masterful con artist, of course, but maybe in truth you actually are a bit of a bumbling dolt.”

	“Yes, perhaps. Or perhaps I’m pretending to be doltish to lull you into underestimating me.” She sat back. “Anyway, you can’t goad me into confessing, so I don’t know why you’re trying.”

	Isabella looked back at the scroll and ran her finger down it. Numerous robberies, including of charms, an impressive number of scams involving a variety of disguises — she’d been a Senator, a milkmaid, an Enchantress, a lady-in-waiting to the Queen, a circus ringmistress, and many more besides — and most troubling of all, had several ongoing illegal trade deals with demons. 

	Cerys watched her read. “Oh, there’s one you know about that was quite good. You believed I was a joy angel for a good half-hour before you caught on. Nearly got my fear demon safely back to the underworld before you realised it was me. It’s understandable, I’ve been told I have the intrinsic warmth of an angel.” 

	Isabella stayed silent and let her talk.

	“I’ll tell you though, that wig of curls was so scratchy, a right pain. I was almost relieved when you dramatically tore it off me. Truly an exciting moment. Oh, this is all such a conflict for me. Getting caught wounds my pride, yet I do so enjoy spending time with you.” Her eyes dropped back down to Isabella’s arm.  “How did you like the cheese?” 

	Isabella followed her gaze. The residual tingles from Kadriel’s touch still lingered. “I didn’t eat it.”

	“Really? It’s not like you to deny yourself cheese. It’s not poisoned if that’s what you’re thinking. It was really good quality gouda, you know. The most expensive I could find. I know the Lucidus Street cheesemaker is your favourite, I made sure to buy it — well, you know what I mean, acquire it — from him.”

	“Cerys,” Isabella said, clapping the scroll down with a thump. “Enough of this drivelling chatter. Stop fucking around. This is serious, Priestess Amadea is dead. Why were you trying to escape to the underworld if you didn’t kill her?”  

	“I told you already, Satan wanted a statue of the Goddess.” 

	“A statue cannot be used as a voodoo doll. No-one can control the Goddess. Does Satan suppose she can use her like a puppet?”

	Cerys shrugged. “Wouldn’t know. But I know she’ll be cross if you don’t let me bring it to her. Might send a demon or two to bother you.”

	“She knows what the consequences of that are.”

	“Satan rejects all consequences of her actions.”

	“Why did you choose that church to steal from?”

	“Its graveyard has the best portal to the underworld. Makes you slightly less nauseous than the others, a little less wobbly-legged.”

	“Did you see the priestess? Speak with her?”

	“Never saw her, not once.”

	“You’re lying. The priestess sent a messenger to the City Watch before she was murdered. She saw you skulking about her church.”

	“That doesn’t mean I saw her. I swear Isy, I just went in there, set up my gift for you, and lugged that ridiculously wieldy chunk of marble out the back to wait for my ride. That bloody bugger Firesh was hours late, and when he finally arrived, he wouldn’t even hold up his end of the bargain.” She dropped the attitude now and spoke plainly. “Look, you know I’m nothing more than a thief. I don’t murder. You’ve got your blessed statue back. Slap me on the wrist with the normal fines, a week or two in the dungeon if you must, your usual disapproving looks, and send me on my way.”

	“You’re more than just a thief.”

	“Oh, Isy. You do say the sweetest things.”

	“You’re a con artist. Some of your scams put people in real peril. And you’re in cahoots with demons.”

	“I am not. Demons don’t hold with cahooting. They tolerate me as a business partner.”

	“You’re one of the few humans who voluntarily goes to the underworld, a place full of the worst humanity and demons alike have to offer.”

	“I have business to conduct there, and it’s quite an interesting place actually, if a smidge evil. Besides, Satan has taken a special liking to me.”

	“Are you telling me you saw nothing? You have no information for me?”

	“I swear by the Goddess, I don’t know anything.”

	Isabella sat back. “I can’t believe a word you say. You were in the church at the same time the priestess was murdered. I have no choice.” She called Theo back into the room. “Take her to the dungeon.”

	A twinge of panic flickered beneath the placid exterior of Cerys’ face. “Come on Isy, don’t be an absolute plumehead. I’m sorry for mucking you around. I’m sorry for the silly trap. But I didn’t do this. You wouldn’t really send me to the Judge. You can’t.”

	“It’s standard procedure for murder. If you are truly innocent, she’ll set you free.”

	Cerys laughed in disbelief. “She’ll do no such thing. Everyone who goes to the Judge is automatically sent to the deepest dimension. It’s a death sentence.”

	Isabella rolled up the scroll. “Nonsense. Seems to me that’s exactly what a murderer afraid of being sent to the hells would claim.”

	“Yes, but if it were true it’s also exactly what someone falsely accused of murder would say.”

	Isabella stood and opened the door to leave. ”You’ll be in a cell a while yet while I investigate further. I’ll do what I can, but by the Goddess, it’s in your best interest to stop this whiplash of an act of yours and be straightforward with me.”

	 

	***

	 

	The Judge was never wrong, Isabella knew that to be true as surely as she knew the setting sun would rise again. With Cerys safely hauled away, she went to her office and tried to forget the flicker of genuine fear she’d seen on her face. Cerys had nothing to fear from the Judge if she hadn’t killed the priestess. 

	The cheese lay waiting for her on her desk amidst stacks of parchment, carefully wrapped by Theo. She eyed it with curiosity as she hung up her cloak and removed her sword and scabbard. Sunlight spilled in from the windows, brightening the ash wood sills and rich red of the bricked walls. She unwrapped the cheese and held it up to the light. Turned it over slowly and carefully inspected every inch of it. 

	It did smell good, and the time for a midday meal drew near.  

	A knock on the door interrupted her, and she put it down quickly. 

	The chief of the unit burst in before receiving an answer with an air of franticness about her and a thundercloud of a face, but this was nothing new. Isabella was used to balancing it out by remaining as calm as possible in her presence. 

	She marched towards the desk, impatience and irritability etched onto the thundercloud, and loomed over Isabella. “Why didn’t you take Cerys Neria straight to the dungeon?” 

	“Good morning to you too, Chief,” said Isabella. “There were a few things I wanted to ask her. Why the haste?”

	“There has been another murder. I need you and your men to deal with it urgently.”

	Isabella started at this. “By the Goddess’s compersion, two in one day?” 

	The Chief pulled out a chair and took a scroll from the folds of her tunic. “You’ll need to take the carriage for this one.”

	“But Chief, I’m not yet satisfied that the murder of Priestess Amadea is resolved. I don’t believe Cerys Neria did it. She is many things, but she’s not a murderer.”

	She paused from unravelling the scroll and looked at Isabella quizzically. “What an odd thing to say. Who else could it have been? She’s a criminal. A demon sympathiser. Morality eludes her.”

	“I wouldn’t say that’s quite true. She does have her own moral code, skewed as we may find it—”

	The Chief held up a silencing hand. “Don’t spout foolish nonsense. She was right there. Of course it was her. Clap her in irons and send her to the Judge.”

	Isabella pressed her lips together. “Isn’t it shirking our responsibility a bit, to send her to the Judge before we have done our due diligence?”

	“It’s murder. Why wouldn’t we send her straight there?”

	“We can at least investigate further before we hand her over for her final judgement. Perhaps the priestess had enemies. I would like to question those who knew her and see what we uncover.”

	The Chief fixed her with a withering stare, hawkish eyes driving into her like a lightning rod. Isabella shifted uncomfortably. She had a remarkable talent, the Chief, for making you feel like you’d just said the stupidest thing ever to assault her ears, even though you could have sworn you’d said something perfectly reasonable. 

	“We have no time for that,” she said, her voice steely. “This new case really must be dealt with at once. And knowing Cerys as we do, I can already tell you investigating her would be a waste of time. We have the most likely perpetrator right here. This unit has been putting up with her shenanigans for far too many a year, and we have been too lenient. It is time to be done with her.”

	Ah. So that was it. She was using this murder as an opportunity to rid the city of Cerys. An uneasy feeling settled in Isabella’s stomach, unsure how to respond to this. The Chief probably did believe in Cerys’ guilt, but this was an affront to Isabella’s sense of justice. “I’m not sure the Goddess would approve of such a thing,” she said carefully. 

	The Chief halted her bustling when she saw the alarm on Isabella’s face. Her harsh expression softened a little, and she seemed to be grasping for the words that would explain herself. “Look, it was an awful business this morning. A priestess. Of course the Goddess would want her to be avenged. And yet, the Goddess oversees us all, guides us all. She sets everything that happens into motion.”

	“Are you blaming the Goddess?”

	“No. Of course not. Such a terrible business leaves us wondering how the Goddess could allow Cerys to do such a thing, but we must not question her ways. They are not for us to know. My point is simply that Cerys is on a course guided by the Goddess, as are we all. This would not be happening to her if the Goddess did not will it so. If the course of events leads to Cerys facing the Judge, then the Goddess must surely have meant that it is time for her to face her final judgement. It could not happen if she did not.” She placed the scroll before Isabella and jabbed her finger on the ink. “And we, the City Watch, must move on. The Queen’s food taster died after sampling the venison ravioli last night.”

	Isabella was torn in two directions at once. She wanted to refute what the Chief had just said, but her eyes were pulled down to the parchment. “Holy fuck. Someone tried to assassinate the Queen again?”

	The Chief nodded. “So you must go to the palace immediately and apprehend the perpetrator.” She stood abruptly and swept out, leaving a lingering air of irritability in her wake. 

	Isabella sighed and went to her weapons rack.  She clipped her scabbard back onto her swordbelt and hurried back down to the guards’ stations. “Theo, prepare the carriage. We’re going to the palace.”

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	The horses trotted along the broad stone-paved streets of Solistopia in the blazing midday sun, the clopping of their hooves mingling with a thousand city sounds. Isabella peeked out of the carriage and watched the streets float past. Carriages and carts rattled amongst the pedestrians, horses neighed, Solistopians chattered amongst themselves. They wore their lighter summer tunics, many holding brightly coloured fans to provide a little relief.  

	Merchants stood in doorways and shouted about their wares with an enthusiasm that surely exceeded the quality of the wares while waiters set up chairs and tables outside the inns in preparation for the busy midday hour. One after the other, great sun umbrellas sprung open on the tables with a satisfying swooshing sound to provide much-needed shade. 

	The smell of cooking drifted over from the inns and taverns, a mouth-watering variety of meats and fish and vegetables, all divinely spiced. Isabella’s stomach gave a low rumble. She took a sip of water from her flask and pushed the thought of the gouda still sitting on her desk from her mind.

	Theo sat opposite her, shoulders stiff and face pinched in concentration as he focused on the vital task of rehearsing the proper ways to address the Queen in a panicked sort of rambling under his breath. Isabella gave him a reassuring smile and told him to relax; he was, after all, the only guard she trusted to accompany her on a mission such as this. It was the others she was not so sure would be able to comport themselves appropriately in the presence of her Majesty. 

	The noise outside grew louder and she glanced out the window again. The forum was coming into view, full of its market stalls and bustling activities, throngs of people trying to get by. Strains of a joyous melody accompanied the hubbub; a fiddler played somewhere in the midst of the throngs. Their speed slowed, the coachman carefully navigating his way through the masses shouting at merchants and carts and horses to make way. 

	They passed the central fountain with its statue of Queen Deyria, then the sundial on the east side of the forum, a great obelisk rising thirty metres into the skies. In the shadow of the obelisk stood the fiddler, body swaying like a stalk of wheat with each impassioned stroke of the bow. Isabella sat up straighter and stared at him. His style of dress was, quite frankly, bizarre — he wore a suit of sparkling silver moulded tightly around his body, the fabric so bright it shimmered with each movement. She blinked and he was wearing nothing out of the ordinary again, merely a belted blue tunic with sandal boots. 

	She let the curtain fall back, the din outside lessening a smidge. Her eyes must be playing tricks on her. Too much sunlight, probably. 

	Theo tapped his fingers on the seat, knees bouncing up and down with nervous energy.

	“Do you think she did it? Cerys I mean,” Isabella asked him.

	He looked surprised she would ask. “My opinion doesn’t matter. I’m only a guard.”

	“Of course it does. I value your opinion.” 

	“Well, all right.” He shifted in his seat and considered the question. “It’s possible of course, but my instinct says no. It doesn’t fit what we know of how she operates.”

	“Yes, I’m inclined to agree. Still, we mustn’t underestimate her.”

	He nodded and resumed his finger drumming.

	She tried once again to reassure him. “Theo, the Queen is no different from you or I.”

	“I highly doubt that, Commander.”

	The horses had sped up now, the din fading into the background with the forum behind them. Soon their journey took them to the Queen’s Road, a grand boulevard lined with eiertia trees, their leaves so abundant and large they provided a canopy of foliage overhead. Isabella watched the iron gates of the palace draw steadily closer with each clop of the hooves. 

	Their coachman pulled to a stop outside the guards’ station. One of the Queen’s guardsmen reluctantly meandered over with a surly expression. His gaze trailed over the insignia of the City Watch prominently displayed on the carriage before he peered inside at Isabella and Theodore. Again, he took his time casting a slow eye over their uniforms. His brow furrowed, bushy eyebrows twitching. “I don’t know why her Majesty wants you lot here.”  

	“The Queen wishes us to investigate the death of her food taster,” Isabella said politely.

	“And why’s it we’re not the ones doing that? We’re the Queen’s Guard. It’s our duty, not yours.”

	“You’ll have to ask the Queen that,” Isabella replied. “Please allow us ingress.” 

	He stood back and folded his arms.

	“Marcus.” Isabella kept her tone friendly but firm. “I like to think the rivalry between the City Watch and the Queen’s Guard is more of an amiable, jesting one. Let’s not make this a battle. Open the gates.”

	Marcus kept a distrustful eye on them, rocking back and forward on his feet for a lengthy while, then finally exhaled, turned, and took as much time as he could ambling back to his station. Moments later, the gates swung open and the coachman took up the reins once more. 

	The palace gardens were in full bloom, a colourful array of flower beds and shrubbery interspersed with vine-entwined trellises and tinkling fountains. The foliage floated past the carriage windows for the length of the carriageway, and then the palace was towering above them.

	A servant waited at the entrance to greet them, ushering them up smoothed sandstone steps to great oak doors easily three times Isabella’s height and into a high-ceilinged foyer with marble pillars. They were immediately escorted through several palace rooms and down a number of stairways. Flashes of intricate bronzed ornaments, golden tapestries, and gleaming ivory busts passed them by until they arrived in underground quarters where the furnishings were sparser and the air cooler. 

	A chilled cellar room, empty save for a cold stone slab in the centre, quiet save for the whirring of the cooling charms. The body of a young man lay upon the slab, and the head of the Queen’s Guard stood over it. She glanced up when Isabella and Theo entered.

	“Ashlea,” Isabella greeted her, her voice automatically lowering. She approached the slab and clasped her hands in greeting with Ashlea’s, then looked down at the lifeless boy. “Poor thing.”

	“His name was Dion Fergagion,” Ashlea said. “He was hired not three months ago after the last food taster was bested by a poisoned lobster. He was so proud, Dion, so excited to be able to serve his Queen in this way. At every meal he would eagerly taste all of the food and drink presented to the Queen, then inform her he was still alive with the excitement of a wolf pup.”

	Isabella looked at his face. It was peaceful in death, and she sent a silent prayer that the Goddess would be with him for his final judgement. He had been so young, almost a child still. “What happened last night?”

	“He was trying the food as usual. He sampled the scallops, and the mushroom quiche, the spinach ravioli, the roast goose, and the wine. Stood back. Appeared to be quite well for a minute. So long, in fact, the Queen had decided it was safe to eat.  Her fork was mere inches from her mouth when a look of sheer panic crossed Dion’s face. He leapt forward with sudden urgency and swept the fork from her hand. Instantly the dining hall was aflutter with chaos. He was gripped with the choke of death even as he saved her Majesty’s life. But it was over quite quickly. The Goddess was merciful, he did not suffer too much.”

	“A hero then,” Isabella said. “Has the cause of death been confirmed?”

	Ashlea nodded. “One of the royal physicians has examined him.”

	“We’ll be needing her report. And we must speak to the Queen at once.”

	Ashlea covered the boy with a cloth and led Isabella and Theo back up the stairs. They walked through several lavishly decorated galleries towards the east wing of the palace, this time politely remarking on the ornaments that adorned the rooms. Or Isabella did at least. Theo, it seemed, had been rendered mute since entering the palace. He walked a few steps behind them and gazed about wordlessly.

	Long before the doors to the Queen’s council chambers came into view, they began passing a queue of young men that snaked the length of several hallways. 

	“Applicants to become the Queen’s new taster,” Ashlea explained.

	They were all very young, and though clearly from poor families had done their best to look as smart as possible. The wrinkles in their torn and aged tunics had been flattened as much as they were able, holes were patched up with cloth, their hair was slicked back, their boots blackened with coal. 

	Isabella raised an eyebrow at the length of the queue.

	“It’s an extremely prestigious position,” Ashlea said. 

	“I suppose they’re all dying to meet her.” She regretted it the instant she’d said it. Hells, she hadn’t even known she was going to say it until she’d said it.

	Ashlea stared at her. 

	Theo’s silence somehow grew louder.

	“Was that a joke?” Ashlea asked.

	“A slip of the tongue. I do apologise.” 

	Ashlea looked ahead and led them the rest of the way in silence.

	The guards at the doors of the Queen’s chambers promptly stepped aside upon seeing Ashlea approach. She knocked and stated her name. A moment later, bolts slid back and the doors opened. 

	The voice of the Queen rang out. “Enter.” 

	 

	Queen Imanta, the regnant of the realm of Viatanesia, sat at a mahogany desk. She wore a gown the colour of deep maroon, its silken fabric airy and flowing. Her hands were clasped in front of her, eyes wide with a faraway look in them. Her wife, the Queen consort, stood beside her, a reassuring hand on the regnant’s shoulder. A skittish young boy was before them, stammering something about yams, and though the Queen was looking vaguely in his direction, it did not appear as though she were taking anything in.

	Isabella bowed her head. “Your Majesties.” 

	“The City Watch,” Ashlea informed the Queen. “They have come about your attempted assassination.” 

	The Queen shook off her faraway look and stared at them. “Must we do this right now? I have a more pressing priority.”

	Isabella stepped forward. “We understand you have received quite a shock, your Majesty. Our priority is bringing the culprit to justice as soon as possible.” 

	The Queen managed to focus her hazy eyes on Isabella. “And my priority is appointing a new food taster. I can concentrate on nothing else until I do.”

	“This is important, my love,” her wife said, squeezing her shoulder. “The bastard must be found and introduced to the point of my sword.” 

	“I can see you are distressed,” Isabella said. “I assure your Majesties, we will do everything in our power—”

	“I am not distressed,” the Queen interrupted. “I am hungry.”

	Isabella blinked at her.

	“I cannot think for lack of food, and I cannot eat until I have a new food taster. You see the dilemma.”

	The Queen consort threw Isabella an apologetic look. “And yet, we must take our time and ensure we hire a trustworthy boy.”

	The Queen regnant reached up and clutched her wife’s hand, eyes growing wider. “Who knows what poisons saturate my sustenance? Every minute that passes is a minute I cannot eat. I grow weaker, and can concentrate on little. I must appoint a new boy before I lose my senses. Let us resolve this swiftly.” She flicked her wrist towards Ashlea. “Leave us.” Ashlea bowed and left. “You too,” she said to the stammering boy. 

	He scuttled out backwards.

	The Queen waited until the doors had closed firmly behind them, then turned back to Isabella.  “I asked you here instead of having my own guard take care of this because I believe it was one of them. But there is no need to waste time talking to me. Simply go and arrest him, and leave me to my task.”

	“You don’t know it was him, darling,” the Queen consort interjected. “Personally, I suspect Gerda.”

	“Who does her Majesty suspect?” Isabella asked.

	The Queen lifted her chin and looked at Isabella fiercely. “His name is Cadmus Gireod, one of our newer recruits. I should like you to go and arrest him at once so that I can employ a new boy, and immediately thereupon taste a morsel of pleasure on my tongue, else I shall wither and die.”

	Isabella nodded solemnly. “I sympathise, your Majesty. I too have not yet lunched.” 

	“Then you know but a fraction of what I am experiencing. I have not lunched, nor breakfasted, nor last night have I eaten dinner, dessert, or supper.”

	“You had some of my cheese puffs at brunch this morn,” the Queen consort murmured under her breath. “After I had had a few first, of course.”

	“Ah,” said Isabella. “If I may, what makes you sure it was this Cadmus?”

	“He had access to the food, he was the guard on kitchen duty last night, and my wife saw him wearing a golden cuff just this morning. He cannot afford such an item on a guard’s wages. Besides all this, I was uneasy the very first time I laid eyes on him. He has a suspicious look about him.” 

	“You believe someone paid him to assassinate you?”

	The Queen nodded.

	“Then we still must find out who this person was. Have you any enemies?”

	She laughed. “Too many to count. There’s the entire Senate, of course. They’d all be delighted if I ceased to draw breath.”

	“Who had access to your food?”

	“Only the kitchen staff. And the guards guarding them making the food, which was that unholy layabout Cadmus last night.”

	“I shall need to speak with the chef, and then with Cadmus.”

	“I do not see why. But I am half-starved, my reasoning fails me. My head pounds. My vision blurs. Go, do what you must, leave me to my business of gaining the ability to nourish myself once more before I collapse and perish.”

	“Of course, your Majesty.” She bowed and walked out backwards, hustling a spellbound Theo along with her. As the doors closed, they heard the Queen consort call for the dining bell to be rung. 

	Ashlea showed them to the royal kitchen next, a bustling, noisy pit of servants banging pots and ladles amidst frenzied shouts, the heavenly smell of roast goose filling the air. The steady rumble in Isabella’s stomach grew and she ignored it as best she could while questioning the cook. 

	“It weren’t my cooking,” a grim-faced woman was yelling over the din. “It were the wine. Nothing to do wit my ravioli, my ravioli’s the best there is, here you can try it yourself.” She pushed a bowl full of pasta towards Isabella.

	“Oh, no thank you,” Isabella said, despite her stomach’s protestations.

	The cook glared at her and stuffed a handful into her mouth. “See? I’m alive as ‘live can be. Weren’t my ravioli.”

	Isabella nodded politely, and spent the next few minutes finding a gap between the cook’s shouts at her staff in which to shout her own questions. 

	“Where might I find this Cadmus?” she asked Ashlea when there was no more information to be gained from the cook. 

	“He currently guards the enchantresses’ council chamber rooms.” She led them through several more palace rooms to his post. When he came into sight, Isabella stopped them and observed the man from a distance. He had a weathered face, tired and drab, with small, sharp eyes and thin lips that curled into a snarl. She saw what the Queen meant by a suspicious look about him. 

	Theo glanced at her. “Are we not going to question him, Commander?” 

	“Actually, no. I have a better idea.”  

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	The forum was busier than ever when they returned, an undulating mass of weaving, jostling sweaty-faced Solistopians. Isabella and Theo pushed their way through the crowds until they arrived at their destination.

	The bronze doors of the Royal Bank of Solistopia with their varied assortment of iron locks, bolts, chains, and seals glinted in the sunlight. A private watchman standing to the side eyed their City Watch uniforms and badges with the enthusiasm of a slug. With a resigned sigh he pulled out the brass ring on his belt, jangling with the weight of dozens of keys, and began the unlocking procedure.

	“Sorry,” said Isabella, somehow feeling an apology was in order.

	He looked at her with an expression that agreed it certainly was. “There are just so many.” 

	They patiently waited for him to open the doors and usher them inside. As soon as the doors closed behind them with a heavy thud, the muffled sound of bolts sliding back into place began. 

	Isabella scanned the room. It was a high-ceilinged, circular white marbled space, refreshingly cool and filled with stations where black-clad clerks dealt with the pressing financial needs of their customers. 

	In the same moment the last bolt slid into place, one such customer knocked on the door to exit. There was a long pause, a pause that was so full of weariness it seeped through from the other side of the door. The customer put her head down and muttered sorry, then the long process of bolts angrily sliding open began once more. 

	Isabella approached the nearest clerk. “I must speak with the High Treasurer at once.” 

	The clerk’s disbelieving laugh stopped abruptly when he saw her badges. “This way, Commander.”

	The office of High Treasurer Paccia d’Sabeia was at the very top of the building, high enough that even the forum’s towering obelisk towered no longer. Paccia sat on the window sill when they entered, staring out across the forum, swirling a glass of whiskey in her hand. An attendant sat at her desk, busy at work with dozens of pieces of parchment scattered before him.

	“As I live and breathe, Isabella Varselak!” she exclaimed, hopping off the sill, multitudes of jewelled armbands jangling like a discordant choir as she did so. “I’ve not seen you since the Vitalic festival.” She set the whiskey down on her desk, liquid sloshing out, and bounded forwards. A cloud of potpourri-scented air accompanied her. 

	“Goodness Paccia, the festival was not one week ago,” Isabella said, though she could not help but smile. The High Treasurer’s energy almost had the feel of a vitality angel’s essence about it. “You act as though you’ve not seen me for a decade.”

	Paccia grasped her hands, pulled her towards her, and planted a wet kiss on her cheek. “Ah, a week devoid of you feels like a decade.”

	“I’d be flattered indeed if I hadn’t heard you say the likes of that to every poor bugger of your acquaintance.” 

	The attendant working at Paccia’s desk nodded his agreement. “When I arrived this morn, she acted like she hadn’t seen me in a year,” he said jovially. 

	Paccia waved a hand at them, jangling armbands nearly catching on her dangling earrings. “I’ll not be mocked, not today of all days.”

	“What’s special about today?” Isabella asked.

	“Why, the sun rose, the skies are blue, we’re all alive and well, that’s reason enough to celebrate. Will you and your man join me for a whiskey?” She nodded at Theo.

	“Thank you, but perhaps later. We’re here on business.”

	Paccia swept aside a few pieces of parchment and jumped up to sit on the desk, legs swinging beneath her. “If we must. Ought I be concerned about more thievery bastards of bank robbers?”

	“Oh no, nothing like that,” Isabella assured her. “I would like to know if a man by the name of Cadmus Gireod is one of your clients. He is a member of the Queen’s Guard.” 

	Paccia raised an eyebrow, but nodded to her attendant. “Darek, be a sweetheart and search the record room for files on a Cadmus Gireod.”

	The young man set his work aside and dutifully did as he was bid. Paccia looked at Isabella curiously. “What’s all this about then?” 

	“An assassination attempt on the Queen.” 

	The High Treasurer’s mouth dropped open. “By the Goddess’s angels. Is her Majesty all right?”

	“She is unharmed, but… distressed, shall we say. She suspects this Cadmus of the crime, and if he is one of your clients, I would like access to his financial records.”

	Paccia downed the rest of her whiskey and considered this, her manner serious now. “You know I’d love to indulge you, but we are not in the habit of giving out such information, not even for the City Watch. I don’t believe your unit has ever asked anything like this of us before.”

	“No, we haven’t. But this is a special case, I’m sure you’d agree.”

	She nodded slowly. Her eyes flicked to Theo, intently observing the interaction a few feet back, hands clasped behind his back.

	“Considering the circumstances, I’m sure her Majesty would approve of such a measure,” Isabella said, her tone insistent.

	“I suppose she would. Still, it seems as though I shouldn’t simply hand the information over without any sort of official approval. A decree from the Queen, for example.”

	Isabella stared at her. “You’re absolutely right.” She grabbed Theo’s arm. “Theo, we’re going back to the palace.”

	 

	Queen Imanta was surprised to see them for a second time that day. She leant back against her chair, head tilted upwards gazing at the ceiling, arm flung across her forehead. A different stammering boy stood in front of her. “What’s wrong with this one?” she was pleading to her wife when they entered. “He has a mouth, does he not?”

	Isabella and Theo bowed and greeted her once more.

	She opened one eye and peered at them. “Please, I grow frailer with each passing minute. Your interruptions prolong my suffering. What in all the sexless hells do you want of me?”

	“Your Majesty, I will be brief,” Isabella said swiftly. “We require a royal decree that would permit us to look into the financial records of Cadmus Gireod.” 

	The Queen appeared not to hear her. Her eyes fell to the plate in front of her wife, empty now with only crumbs, but the smell of roast goose still lingered. “I remember it was just last week… though admittedly now my memory is but a haze… that I ate an unsampled fish pie. Why, to think I could have fallen down dead on the spot. How could I have been so foolish? So close to death. Yet now, too, I am close to death. I die of poison or I die of starvation.”

	Isabella politely ignored the fleck of sauce on the corner of her mouth, repeating her last statement with emphasis.

	The Queen sat up a little and blinked. “Why?”

	“Well, to look for any unusual activity. A payment from someone who would want you dead, for example.”

	“It seems a waste of time to me,” said the Queen. “Your task is simply to arrest the man and persuade him to give the information you seek, perhaps with the help of a red-hot fire poker.”

	“I would prefer to do it this way.”

	She sighed a world-weary sigh. “You force your weakened Queen to perform an arduous task. All right, I shall bear the suffering.” With great effort, she raised her hand before her as though it were moving through sludge. It hung there, waiting. Her wife looked apologetically at one of the servants. He snapped to attention, hurried up and placed a quill in the Queen’s waiting hand and a blank piece of parchment in front of her. 

	“I barely know what I write, I am so feeble,” she murmured as she put quill to parchment. “I feel my organs shutting down one by one.”

	The Queen consort patted her shoulder and dabbed the sauce off the corner of her wife’s mouth.

	Queen Imanta shakily drafted the decree and handed it to her consort, who sealed it with the royal stamp and handed it to Isabella. 

	“Thank you, your Majesties.” 

	“Yes, yes,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Send in the next boy.”

	Theo and Isabella backed out of the room.

	 

	They walked past the now-dwindling queue of boys for the fourth time that day and made a brief stop at Ashlea’s office, where Isabella enquired when Cadmus’s shift would be over, before returning to their carriage.

	“Not to question your methods,” Theo murmured as they climbed in, “but the Chief will be getting quite irritated that we are not yet back.”

	“I know,” said Isabella. “But if this new approach yields results, she cannot be too ill-tempered about it.”

	They returned to the bank, where Isabella triumphantly presented the High Treasurer with the decree. She read it, nodded, and called for the relevant scrolls to be bought in. Isabella sat down and began poring over them. Theo stood beside her and watched.

	“Well,” said Isabella after she had gone through several rolls. “In addition to his wages, he does have occasional extra amounts going in. No one big payment though.”

	Theo scratched his chin. “What could that mean?”

	“Not to sound like the Queen, but I cannot think without food. Let us take a meal and discuss it.” 

	They returned the records to Paccia and left, apologised to the steadily-increasing glare on the face of the bank’s watchman, and found themselves back in the heaving throng of the forum. 

	“Let’s try the Velvet Tip,” Isabella said, pointing at an inn across the forum. “Next to the statue of the fourth girlfriend. I’ve been meaning to try it.” 

	 

	It was almost empty inside the Velvet Tip, but its courtyard out the back was abuzz with diners. Numerous tables were set out for the inn’s clientele, and Isabella and Theo chose one beneath the shade of a gnarled fisuia tree. It was calmer here, the bustle of the forum muffled and distant, replaced with clinking glasses and laughter. A pleasant breeze rustled through the leaves and took the edge off the heat, and the people around them had none of the rushed and chaotic manner of the marketplace peddlers. They sat and chatted and took their time savouring the delicacies on offer.

	Isabella sat back and idly watched a squirrel hopping from branch to branch, cheeks full with nuts. Theo set his scabbard and satchel carefully beside his chair, adjusted his uniform so it was perfectly straight, and sat with his hands firmly clasped in front of him.

	Isabella smiled at him. He’d perfected a solemn-faced stare that served him well as a guard patrolling the streets, though she did think he took it too far at times. “You can relax, Theo.”

	He slumped ever so slightly, shoulders lowering perhaps a hair’s breadth, expression still gravely serious.

	A voice addressed them then, though not in a language Isabella understood. She looked up. A serving boy stood there, ready to take their order, but he wasn’t speaking Viatanesian. Nor was it Rertgish, or Desarii, or Ysarian, or any of the languages of nearby lands. It was made up of the strangest sounds she’d ever heard, stranger even than the hissing and guttural sputterings of demon tongue. She stared at him in confusion. He wore a white server’s tunic, sandal boots and a half-cloak, all in the familiar Solistopian style, but his words were far from familiar.  

	He spoke something more, and now it was in Viatanesian with no hint of a foreign accent, as though he’d been speaking it the whole time. “How may I serve you?” he was saying. “Commander,” he added quickly, seeing her uniform.

	“I’ll have the tortellini,” she said. “And an iced tea. Where are you from, if you don’t mind me asking?”

	“Solistopia, ma’am, born and bred.”

	“And what language were you speaking just now?”

	His brow creased. “Er. When?”

	“Just now. Not two seconds ago!”

	“The same language I’m speaking right now, Viatanesian, ma’am.”

	They stared at each other, both as bewildered as the other. 

	“Right,” Isabella said. “Theo, what’ll you have?”

	Theo ordered a stew, and the boy bowed his head and left.

	“Are my ears playing tricks on me?” she said to Theo as soon as he was gone. She remembered the fiddler’s clothing, and the distressing thought that she was losing her senses occurred to her. “Was he not speaking the strangest language?”

	But Theo looked just as puzzled. “No, I heard it too. Sounded like no language I’ve ever heard before.”

	“Huh.” She pondered it briefly before turning her mind to their more pressing issue. “We’ve got to find evidence of Cadmus Gireod’s involvement.”

	“But the Queen has already ordered his arrest. The Chief will not be happy if you continue to investigate in such circumstances. It would be implying the Queen is wrong.” 

	“The Chief is never happy,” said Isabella. “But Theo.” She leant forward and locked her gaze on his. “Don’t all these cases we work on leave you with an unsatisfied itch?”

	“How do you mean?”

	“Too many times now, all we do is arrest whoever the Chief or the Queen wants us to arrest.”

	“Well, they do know best, I suppose.”

	She drummed her fingers on the table, her dissatisfaction growing. “I’m sure most of the time the people we arrest are guilty as demons. By the Goddess, we’ve caught some of them right in the act. And yet, sometimes we don’t really know that. Even when we are permitted to investigate, the Chief is always hurrying us to resolve the case as soon as possible. We don’t look into it hard enough. Stones are left unturned. There is so much more we could do to ensure justice is served, but we are never given enough time.”

	Theo nodded. “It had occurred to me.” 

	“Why didn’t you say anything?”

	“It wasn’t my place. I expect my thoughts would be dismissed, just as the Chief dismisses your thoughts on such matters.”

	“Oh, Theo. You don’t have to worry about that with me. I want you to share your opinions. You’re my most reliable guard, you know.”

	His mouth twitched, and he averted his gaze to hide a chuffed expression. “Thank you, Commander. I’m touched.”

	The serving boy returned with their orders, much to the relief of Isabella’s stomach, and the conversation was put on hold as they dug into their meals. 

	“What you said before,” Isabella said, once her stomach was satisfied, “about them knowing best? It made me realise I’ve been making the same mistake.”

	“How so?”

	“Thinking the Chief knows best. Yes, I push back against her often, and I try to look into things as much as I can before the arrest is made, but ultimately, I think, well, she is the Chief, she knows how all this works better than I. I should just do as she says. It’s beginning to weigh on me now. The way we conduct our cases. They are marked as resolved once an arrest has been made, but the last thing I feel is resolved. I feel enormously irresolute. Unfinished. I am always left with unanswered questions, wondering whether we have done the right thing.  I should be focussed on the food taster’s murder right now, and I am, certainly I should like to apprehend the culprit. Yet at the same time my mind keeps going back to who killed the priestess. Perhaps Cerys did do it, it would be a mistake to think she doesn’t have the capacity. And yet, we ought to be sure, don’t you think?” 

	She looked up at him. He was staring back with wide, earnest eyes, and she worried she should not have spoken so candidly about the Chief’s failings with a guard, even if it was Theo. 

	“I quite agree,” he said with a nod. “But she’ll be spitting mad by now. I’m supposed to be at my post in Laetificus Street this afternoon, and we still haven’t arrested this Cadmus fellow. What are we going to do?”

	“Laetificus Street can cope without you for one afternoon. I had this idea. It’s unconventional, but I want to try it. We take off our uniforms, dress ourselves in the clothing of regular subjects, then, when Cadmus’s shift is over, we discreetly follow him and observe his movements.”

	His eyes brightened and he leant forward, intrigued. “You mean like one of Cerys’ disguises? We’d pretend we’re different people entirely? Are we…” his voice dropped to a hushed whisper and he looked around as though they were engaged in something quite illicit. “…are we allowed to do such a thing? Surely it’s in the realm of common criminal trickery.” 

	Isabella laughed. “Relax, Theo. If it yields results I don’t see why we, too, should not avail ourselves of such a measure.”

	“It sounds fascinating. But the Chief’ll consider it a massive waste of time.”

	“I know. We won’t tell her.”

	“She’ll be wondering where we are.” The anxious look had returned to his face.

	“You let me deal with her. She cannot fault you if you were under my command.”

	He looked doubtful.

	“You can return to the guardhouse if you’d rather.”

	He thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “No, I’m in.”

	She set her glass down. “Excellent. Let’s go. We have shopping to do.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 5

	 

	The exterior of the used clothing shop was a cramped jumble of haphazardly-laid bricks between two larger stone buildings in a little lane off the west side of the forum. A crooked sign with the name of the shop, Vindemia Veils, hung above the doorway, under which a colourful bead curtain swayed in the breeze. Isabella swept it aside and entered, the beads loudly tinkling in her ears. 

	The interior was stuffy and vaguely musty, and the wares looked nothing like Isabella’s usual choice of garments. She was used to the crisp linens and fine cloaks of her Commander’s uniform, and for when she wasn’t on duty, the quality silks she ordered from merchants who sourced their fabrics from all over the greater Viatanesian realm, and some even from lands far beyond the horizons of the eternal seas. She would have them delivered right to her residence in Lucerna Circle, wrapped in delicate paper and silver string.  

	Today, though, they needed the clothing immediately, and more importantly, they must look like any ordinary subject of the realm might.  

	In Vindemia Veils, racks were set out wall to wall with an array of well-worn linen tunics and trousers, cloaks and jackets, belts and boots piled together in a mishmash of clashing colours, and all had clearly been worn many a time by previous owners. Dotted throughout the shop were displays with stacks of accessories loaded up so precariously it looked as though they might tumble at any moment; necklaces and bracelets and earrings all bedecked with sparkly jewels that could just about pass as real, if you admired them from a distance. 

	Isabella and Theo wandered through the maze of racks and stopped at one that looked slightly more promising than the rest. She browsed through tunic after tunic and ignored the prying eye of the shopkeeper, who stood by the till and made no effort to hide the fact he was following their every move. 

	Theo was more at home in here. He took in Isabella’s slightly bewildered expression with amusement. “This is what ordinary folk wear, Commander.”  

	She flashed him a look. He dropped the smile and tugged at his satchel. 

	“I know that. But why must the shopkeeper eye me with such suspicion? It makes me feel as though I’m doing something wrong.” 

	“I suppose your uniform puzzles him. This is not somewhere the commander of a Solistopian City Watch unit would be expected to shop. Perhaps he thinks you’re an imposter.”

	“Well, I wish he would stop. It makes me feel like a common criminal.” She turned away from the shopkeeper’s steadfast gaze and pulled out the first tunic she grasped. A dreary brown one with holes in the fabric. It was unassuming and bland, but she supposed not standing out was exactly what they wanted.

	Theo, too, chose an outfit for himself, and they donned them right there in the shop’s dressing stalls, studiously ignoring the perpetual surveillance of the shopkeeper. When it was time to pay, Isabella placed six silver crowns upon the counter in an exaggerated manner and gave him a defiant look.

	The shopkeeper said nothing, merely drew the coins towards him with a slight nod.

	They left the shop looking nothing like commander and guard. The goal was two unremarkable, if slightly downtrodden subjects, to whom no one would favour a second glance. Isabella thought they fit the appearance quite well. She tugged at the garments as they walked, the fabric itchy and coarse against her skin, and felt a tingle of excitement at the adventure ahead. “We should have different names. We must pretend we are different people entirely if we are to do this properly. I could be Valentina, perhaps, and you could be—”

	“Remigius,” Theo said quickly. “I’m Remigius.”

	Isabella raised an eyebrow. “All right, you’re Remigius.” A quick glance at the forum sundial showed its shadow on a steady path towards sundown. “We’d better hurry.”

	They returned to their carriage and charged the coachman with taking them in the direction of the palace. This time, however, they stopped well before the palace gates in a gravel path off the Queen’s Road, and made sure the carriage with its City Watch insignia was concealed behind the cover of a large eiertia tree. From this vantage point, they could perfectly observe the traffic coming and going. 

	Cadmus appeared a short time later, a solitary figure steadily approaching against the backdrop of the palace. He was out of his guard’s uniform and on foot, and Isabella and Theo watched him traipse by from behind the eiertia. Once he was a good distance ahead, they stole out and followed him through the streets.

	“Look natural,” Isabella murmured. “As though we are out for a casual stroll.” 

	“I am,” Theo replied.

	“No, you look stiff—” she glanced at him, and was surprised to see he did not look stiff at all. His gait had changed from his usual poker-backed upright walk, hands firmly clasped behind his back — the way he always walked beside her — to a more natural saunter, thumbs stuck in his pockets, idly chewing his gums. He’d even ruffled his hair a little. His guard-like appearance and mannerisms had vanished entirely. He looked like he could be any common labourer, perhaps a stonemason or a bricklayer or a stevedore, just one of many thousands of men who had finished work for the day and was making his way home, or to a tavern.   

	“Sorry,” she said. “I just assumed you’d look stiff and proper. But you’re a natural at this.”

	“Chur, Valentina.”

	It was easier when they reached the more populated streets of the city. They could weave their way through the crowds with plenty of opportunity to conceal themselves, Cadmus a bobbing head amongst the masses. They passed through the inner, broad central streets quickly, and soon found themselves on the narrower winding lanes of Lower Cattug. “We’re headed towards the eastern side of the city,” Theo whispered.

	The shop fronts, made of stone and brick in the inner city, were less well-maintained here, and the further they went, the more the buildings deteriorated. Crumbling bricks, broken stones, and houses built of wood became the norm. 

	Soon they were in East Ysentus, a neighbourhood Isabella knew well. A favoured spot of Solistopia’s petty thieves and criminal gangs, it was a place where a higher number of guards typically had to be posted. 

	Blocks of tenement houses lined the street, and to Isabella’s surprise, one of the women exiting a crumbling building greeted Theo by name as she passed.

	“You know her?” Isabella asked.

	“I lived in that housing block before I moved to the guard’s barracks,” Theo said. “She’s a former neighbour.”

	“Oh.”

	They continued on.

	“There,” Theo said, pointing up ahead. “He’s going into the tavern on Penuria Lane.”

	Isabella stopped short. “A demon tavern.”

	“That doesn’t necessarily mean anything.” His tone bordered on defensive. “Many humans patronise demon taverns. It doesn’t make them criminals.”

	The entrance to the tavern was black and unwelcoming, a dark hole set against the light of the city. A vague sense of dread emanated from it, growing stronger as they drew near, and Isabella shuddered. “I don’t understand why any human would voluntarily go to a demon tavern.” She’d had occasion to visit them on other cases, or when things needed settling with a demon, and she liked it less each time.

	The door was so heavy Theo had to heave it open with his shoulder, and then the darkness drew them in and swallowed them up.

	It was black as a moonless night inside, the air heavy and stagnant, a rotten smell catching in Isabella’s throat. The door thudded shut behind her and an uneasy, claustrophobic knot formed in the pit of her stomach. The sounds of the tavern drifted up from beneath the floorboards, muffled demon tongues that hissed and rasped and snarled. She heard Theo beside her, cautiously stepping forward, and forced herself to do the same.  

	One step into the blackness and she couldn’t breathe, a thick fabric suffocating her. She jumped back. 

	“Just a curtain,” Theo whispered. He pushed it aside. “Careful, there are stairs.” 

	She felt for the bannister, grasped its splintery wood, and together they descended a spiral staircase, feeling their way down each creaking step.

	The darkness drew back a little when they stepped into the underground tavern, enough to make out individual shapes. There were lamps, though the light coming from them was faint, dull and dampened from the smoke that swirled about. It stung her eyes and made her cough. Flickering shadows jumped about the walls as demons scuttled this way and that. 

	She wiped the sting from her eyes. The tavern was perhaps a quarter full, mostly with demons, but several humans sat about too. The demons sat spaced apart, one to a table, huddled solitary creatures muttering and hissing to themselves. Their essences drifted from them like a slow-moving mist, clouding the room with that disconcerting dread Isabella had felt from the entrance. She thought she could sense fear, rage, hatred, guilt, and shame amongst them, and her uneasiness grew.

	Cadmus was at a table on the far side, along with one other human and a guilt demon. Their little group stood out from the rest as the only table with more than one lonesome figure. 

	Isabella and Theo walked between the rickety tables, ignoring the curious glances of the demons, and chose one a few yards from the guardsman’s table. She clasped her hands together in front of her and looked about. It was like a tomb in here. Lifeless. There was no music. No joy. No companionable interaction. The only sounds were the melange of demon tongues that snaked through the air and made her shiver.

	A slithering voice in her ear gave her a start. She whipped around. A demon, tall and gaunt, her limbs so spindly they were practically skeletal, stared at Isabella with gloomy eyes. “You are new here,” she hissed. 

	A misery demon. Her essence drifted towards Isabella and pushed at her veins, probing tendrils of misery seeking a way in. She steeled herself from the feeling and nodded. “My friend here and I were curious.”

	The misery demon winced at the word friend and looked Isabella up and down, gloomy eyes creeping all over her like bugs. They settled on her arm, still with its makeshift bandage. A long, thin forked tongue uncurled from her mouth and danced around it, the tip coming awfully close to the wound. She sniffed. “Blood.”

	Isabella pulled her arm away.

	The demon’s face twisted into melancholy and she, likewise, pulled back. “What will you have?” she asked, her tone dejected.

	Isabella eyed the jars of murky, thick liquids lining the shelves behind the bar and hesitated. “Do you have anything for humans?”

	“Satan’s nectar. It’s what all the first timers start off with.”

	“I see,” said Isabella. “Perhaps just water.”

	“Satan’s nectar will be fine,” Theo broke in quickly. “Two mugs, please.”

	The demon waitress slithered off, and Isabella and Theo looked at each other.

	“We have to fit in,” he said.

	She nodded. “I suspect this experiment will not be very successful in any case. Many demons know who I am. Several are looking at me awfully suspiciously.” 

	She glanced over at Cadmus’ table. He leant against the wall, chair tipped back, a foot up against the table, and played a game of cards with his companions. They spoke in hushed tones, and she strained to hear what they were saying.

	Once the misery demon had returned with two mugs of a black, treacly substance and left, Isabella pulled her chair in closer and leant towards Theo. “Can you make out anything?”  

	He too strained to listen. “Only bits and pieces. It’s difficult with all the demons muttering to themselves. And parts are in the Farskian language. But it sounds like all they’re doing is discussing the game.”

	She watched from under lowered eyelashes for a while, the players around the table each taking their turns, warily eyeing each other through wisps of smoke, occasionally commenting. It didn’t sound particularly interesting, merely tedious poker chat.

	“We’re very conspicuous,” Theo murmured, taking a sip of his black treacle. “Everyone is sitting alone except us and the poker table.”

	Isabella glanced around the room again, then suddenly sat up and grabbed Theo’s arm. “No, there’s one other. Look, that man sitting over there with a rage demon. They’re doing a black market deal. He’s selling the demon an illumination charm.” She went to stand up. “I shall have to arrest him and send a messenger to Kadriel about the demon.”

	Theo pulled her back down. “You can’t. You’ll ruin our disguise.”

	The demons at nearby tables were still looking at them, ever warier. Isabella pulled her chair in, leant forward and grasped Theo’s hand. They lowered their heads together and spoke in whispers so as to appear they were having a personal conversation. “But,” she protested, “they’re getting away with it. They’re violating the Three Plane Accord.”  

	The creeping feeling at the base of her spine began as she said the words. It was an icy, disapproving chill, and then the chill expanded into a wave of shame spreading through her body. Heat rose to her cheeks, the feeling they were doing something dirty prickling beneath her skin.

	“Weak-willed hedonists,” a croaking sound came from above. They jumped apart and stared up at the voice. A shame demon stood over them, scowling at their clasped hands on the table, his essence directed right at them. He gave them a withering glare before loping off, and the dirty feeling intensified. She tried to cast it off. They hadn’t been doing anything wrong. 

	Theo drew his hands back and averted his eyes. “They don’t like touching.” 

	Isabella tried to shake off the feeling, the sense of shame pushing through her veins. Another demon walked by and this time a wave of loneliness swept over her. They were invasive feelings, these demon essences, they pushed and probed and tried to force their way inside her. She picked up her mug and gave the sluggish potion inside a cautious stiff, then set it back down. “I don’t like it in here. I think we should just arrest that man and return to the guardhouse.” 

	She looked back at the table where he sat with his illumination charm. The rage demon slipped it into his cloak and stood, pushed his chair in and darted over to the wall. She tracked his path, watched him crawl halfway up the wall, then turn towards the back. The man he was with followed closely behind, all the way to the back of the tavern where they slipped behind a black curtain.

	Theo put his arm on the back of the chair and scratched his chin. He took a discreet glance at Cadmus’ table. “They’re still just playing cards. I don’t think there’s much to be gained from listening to this.” His anxiety returned. “Chief’s been known to fire guards for tardiness.”

	Isabella pushed away her untouched Satan’s nectar and stood. “I’m going to follow them back there and see what they’re up to, then we’ll get out of here.”

	She went to the curtain and pushed it aside. A dimly-lit corridor lined with curtained doorways stretched before her, shadows shifting around on the walls, traces of demon essences drifting from the gaps. The rage demon had left a slimy trail in his wake, and she followed it past several rooms, all with heavy black curtains blocking her view inside.

	She could hear the inhabitants though, the hissing of demon tongues, and occasionally, a human voice speaking Viatanesian. 

	Then she heard a voice she knew all too well and came to a stop. She pressed her ear closer and listened to the conversation. Two voices, one the dull rasp of a demon, the other, a voice that should not have been possible. But there was no doubt to whom it belonged. She swept the curtain aside and marched in. 

	Cerys’ head whipped towards her. “Ah, bugger it all,” she said, managing to look both annoyed and impressed. “How did you find me so quickly?” 

	Isabella took two fast strides towards her and drew her sword. “How did you escape the dungeon?”

	Cerys backed into the wall and held her hands up. “Now, calm down Isy. Let’s all just be perfectly calm about this.” 

	Isabella pressed the point of her sword against Cerys’ chin and pushed her head up. “How?”

	“I’m an escape artist. I’ve not the faintest idea why you think I wouldn’t be able to. That’ll teach you for thinking I’m a bumbling dolt.”

	“How?”

	Cerys brushed her hair from her face. “Liam is easily distracted.” 

	Isabella grabbed her by her grey prison drabs and pulled her forward, then slammed her against the wall again. “What are you doing here?” She glanced at the demon and winced. A fear demon. Quickly she steeled herself from him before a surge of fear flowed through her. But she needn’t have worried, he was busy attempting to discreetly hide a music charm in one of his skin folds. He froze at Isabella’s glare and pretended he was only scratching a scale. 

	“Desssklk,” he said with a cough. “I believe it is time for me to relieve you of my presence.” He scurried from the room. 

	“I’ll be reporting you to the angels,” Isabella called after him. She turned back to Cerys. “Trying to buy passage to the underworld again, I see.”

	Cerys rubbed her head where Isabella had banged it and looked affronted. “Oh come now, it’s human nature to escape captivity. Don’t be cross with me about it.” 

	“I’m not cross. I’m arresting you.” Isabella whipped her around and pressed her against the wall. She went to grab her manacles, but she’d had no place to carry them in this commoner’s tunic. They were back in the carriage. Instead, she grasped Cerys’ wrists together with one hand and kept the sword on her with the other, Cerys struggling and squirming against her.

	“Isy please,” Cerys said, ceasing her wiggling. “Don’t send me back there. I’ll be sent to the Judge and forever doomed.”

	Isabella whipped her back around so they were face to face. “The Judge will judge you fairly.”

	“No, she won’t. She sends innocent people to their deaths.”

	“Impossible.” Isabella was certain of this, of course she was, but the look in Cerys’ eyes gave her pause. There was a raw sincerity in them, and while Cerys liked to think herself a great actress, Isabella wasn’t so sure.

	“Just let me go to the underworld. I’ll be out of your way then. And you know I wouldn’t really be getting away with anything. The underworld is hardly what you’d call a pleasant holiday destination.” 

	Isabella stepped back a little, but kept her sword steadfast. “Explain to me why you even want to go there. If the Judge found you guilty, she would send you to the underworld anyway. You’re trying to escape that by going to the underworld. Forgive me for pointing out the utter madness of your logic.”

	Cerys shook her head. “Not the same place. The underworld is made up of countless hells. The Judge would send me to the deepest dimension, the hell where murderers are tortured for eternity. I’d only go to Calamitadel.”

	“Calamitadel?”

	“It’s a city in the first level of the underworld, and really not so bad. By the Goddess’s fourth, Isy, you ought to be at least a little familiar with underworld geography.”

	Isabella hesitated. “But it is still the underworld. It’s miserable. If it’s anything like this place…”

	Cerys nodded. “It is, a little. Demon taverns are like a small drop of the first level.”

	“So why then?” asked Isabella, curious now. Why humans would voluntarily go to demon taverns and the underworld itself was beyond her. “Why not just run from the city, the realm even, if you are so desperate not to face the Judge.”

	“To prove my innocence.”

	“And how would going to the underworld achieve that?”

	“I was thinking I could ask Satan, and she could ask her sister. She likes me, you know, I reckon she’d do it.”

	Isabella scoffed. “Satan despises the Goddess. She won’t ask her anything for you. They don’t even talk.”

	“Of course they do. They even visit each other on occasion.”

	“Lies and lunacy. They are eternally relieved of each other’s presence.”

	Cerys stepped forward and dusted herself off now that Isabella had lowered the sword slightly. “Not at all. They are not fond of each other, to be sure. But they have to meet occasionally to organise things, check the balance is upheld. And obviously they have to see each other once a year for the Caristia festival.”

	“How would they possibly visit each other? You cannot tell me the Goddess would ever set foot in the underworld.”

	“No. Satan has a portal to the overworld. So I thought, perhaps, I could ask her to let me use it to get to the Goddess. Appeal my case to her directly.”

	Isabella laughed. “Of all the things you’ve tried to get me to believe, Cerys, this one is madness. You’re more afraid of the Judge than Satan? And no human can meet the Goddess until after their final judgement.” 

	“I told you already, Satan has taken a liking to me. There’s no reason not to try. I have nothing to lose.” Her eyes brightened. “You could come with me, you know. Imagine meeting the Goddess. You could ask her all the things you wonder about. I know it eats at you anytime you don’t solve a case, or think you might have the wrong person. She could tell you all the answers. That justice stuff you’re always babbling about, you could make sure I get it. And think, Isy, the overworld. The first plane. You know you want to see it.  I could take you right now, if you don’t mind suffering the presence of that fear demon again.”

	“Stop spouting nonsense. I’m taking you back to the guardhouse.” She whipped her around again, jostled her out of the room and pushed her along the corridor back to the tavern. 

	Theo jumped up at the sight of Cerys, and several other patrons looked up in surprise.

	“She escaped,” Isabella said. “We must return her to the dungeon at once.”

	He patted his tunic automatically for his manacles, before remembering he didn’t have them, and they each grasped an elbow and shunted Cerys through the room.

	Isabella looked around at the startled demons as they left. “I am the commander of the 7th unit of the Solistopian City Watch,” she called out to them. “And I will be reporting several of you to the angels.”

	The demons all sat up straighter, and concealed various items under the tables, and nonchalantly rested their chins on clawed fingers and hooves and pincers as Isabella and Theo marched Cerys out of the tavern.

	 


Chapter 6

	 

	At the guardhouse, Cerys was deposited back in her cell, the locks of which were carefully inspected, and Isabella sat at her desk going over all the information they had on the underworld. Ezra brought in stacks of parchment, legs wobbling under their weight, and dumped them before her with a great heave and a grunt. “That’s all the records the angels have, Commander. There’s stuff in there about that Calamitadel place all right. Seems a right gloomy guts of a city.” He wiped his brow and left. 

	Shortly after, the door opened again without so much as a courtesy knock this time, and Isabella put the parchment she was reading from down. She looked up, prepared to face the wrath she knew was coming. The Chief strode in and loomed over her, eyebrows knitted like enraged worms. “What in the sexless hells is all this I hear about you gallivanting all over the city?”

	Isabella met her gaze. She was determined to hold her ground this time. “I wanted to gather more information about Cadmus Gireod before arresting him.”

	The Chief placed her palms on the desk and bent forward. “The Queen had already ordered you to arrest him. Who do you think you are to disobey a direct order from her Majesty?”

	“Chief,” Isabella said, through a smile as pleasant as she could manage. “I thought it better to uncover more information before moving so hastily. It is important, surely, to be certain of his guilt.”

	“The Queen’s certainty is all the certainty we need. You disobeyed her command. You’d best hope she doesn’t find out.” 

	“If I may speak plainly, I don’t understand why this vexes you so. All I am asking for is a little more time on each case. I’ve felt for some time now that we do too little here by far. We arrest people too quickly without knowing all the facts. If I had more time I could use it to better ensure we are sending the actual perpetrators to the Judge.”

	“It vexes me because you are asking me for time that does not exist, and you ought to know that after seven years as a commander. What of all the other duties not getting done while you muck here and there about the streets? I’ve had to assign tasks to guards today that should have been your responsibility.”

	“And there you have your answer. The guards are capable servants. They can do more than follow orders. They can take on more duties and responsibility.”

	“Nonsense. The guards are uniformed monkeys. By the Goddess’s seventh, they couldn’t even keep Cerys, a dangerous lunatic, behind bars.”

	“Right,” said Isabella. “The statues of the city were in mortal peril.”

	The Chief’s eyes narrowed. “The guards are instruments to be used for keeping the general order of the city, no more.” She looked at Isabella as though she were a disobedient child.  “Did all that gallivanting at least provide you with the certainty you seek?

	Isabella had to admit defeat. “No, I suppose it didn’t. I am no more sure of Cadmus’ guilt than I was before.”

	“Then there was absolutely no point to it. You wasted time, and you dragged poor Theo along with you when he ought to have been at his post. There was a disturbance on Laetificus Street, you know. A dispute between a beekeeper and an Orgezian nudist turned into a brawl. He should have been there to break it up.”

	She looked down. “Sorry, Chief.”

	The Chief sighed. “Well, at least it put you in the right place to recover Cerys. Moving on. I have another case for you.” She pulled up a chair and sat.

	Isabella took a deep breath. It was dangerous to stand up to her superior this much, but she was resolved. “No.”

	The Chief paused midway through unscrolling a new sheet of parchment and gaped at her.

	“I am sorry, truly, that this is taking more time than you’d like,” Isabella began slowly. “But I am sure that with more time I can gain more facts. It is true I am not certain of anything yet, but I do think that gallivanting about brought me closer. I could monitor his financial records, for example, and…” she trailed off at the Chief’s withering glare. 

	“It is already done.” Her voice was dangerously low. “I have ordered Nicobar and Cyrus to arrest him. He’s being taken to the dungeon as we speak.”

	Isabella’s grasp tightened around her quill. “All right. Then we keep him in a cell while I continue my investigation. We observed him gambling in a demon tavern—”

	The Chief threw up her hands in exasperation. “Exactly, a demon tavern. He is a man who consorts with demons.”

	“—and isn’t it possible he won the gold cuff through a game of chance?”

	“Isabella,” the Chief said, rubbing her temples. “There is no need for an investigation when the Queen has already ordered the arrest. He is the one the Queen wants arrested. We have arrested him. Our job is done.”

	She tried once more. “But even if it was him, he was probably paid to do it. We ought to investigate who paid him. If it was one of the Senate, we must arrest her immediately.”

	The Chief paused at this, shifting uncomfortably. “The Queen is aware of this. She wants no arrest of any of those women made. We are only half a summer from the election. She has seen how it plays out for Queens who make such accusations right before the assembly. We have Cadmus to go down for the crime, we don’t need anyone else.”

	Isabella made one final attempt. “How can you know a murderer is out there and let them go free? Does it not offend your sense of justice?”

	The Chief gave Isabella a long, measured look as she contemplated her next words. She leant forward, a thin veneer of understanding covering her harsh face. “Isabella, listen to me carefully. It’s good that you worry about whether justice is being served. But you must know, you know every time we go to church, we visit temple, we behold her serene face looking down on us, that ultimately, we have no control over anyone’s fate. It is for the Goddess to decide. She is our creator. She looks over everything. She guides us. She makes sure it all balances out in the end. This would not be happening to Cadmus if it were not her will.”

	Isabella stifled a scream of frustration. “Then what is the fucking point of the City Watch existing at all? What is the point of my position as commanding officer? What is the point of anything anyone does here? Why don’t we just leave it all up to the Goddess?”

	“I realise it’s difficult to understand. She works in mysterious ways, after all. You can ask her these questions yourself, in church. Have your personal private conversations with her in prayer. I encourage you to do so. At work, however, it is your duty to perform your tasks as ordered, and trust that everything will all work out in the end.” She tossed the scroll on the desk.

	“That answer is not good enough for me anymore. It gnaws on me, Chief. Not really knowing if we are arresting the right people. Not knowing if the real killers are still out there. I must find out who killed the priestess and who attempted to kill the Queen. I beg of you once more, give me more time to uncover information about the attempted assassination. Assign a couple of the guards to take this new case on. They are capable of taking on more responsibility, I know it.”

	But the Chief was resolute. “They are not. You know what they’re like. And besides, for this particular case it certainly has to be you. A woman has been murdered in an angel tavern. Men are not permitted in angel taverns. You’ll have to go yourself.”

	Isabella hesitated at this, and once again she felt torn in different directions. “Murder in an angel tavern? But surely that’s impossible. How?” 

	“Go and find out. You may take Theo as back up, but he will have to wait outside.”

	“And how is that today alone there have been three murders? When normally we go for weeks at a time with none at all?”

	The Chief shrugged. “That, I do not know. You’ll have to have a word to the murderers of the city to better schedule their murders.” She gathered her things and stood. “You have been a good commanding officer for the past seven years, Isabella. Don’t break that streak now.”

	 

	***

	 

	The entrance to the angel tavern stood out like a beacon as Isabella and Theo approached on horseback. Brightly shining bronze doors were flanked by iron-sconce torches below a marble archway crested with intertwined hands, a simple symbol of bonding and unity. 

	Theo tied the horses while Isabella banged the heavy brass knocker. Moments later, Amaliel opened the doors. Though she smiled and the smile was warm, it was a more subdued smile than Isabella was used to seeing on an angel, least of all a joy angel. Her eyes, too, had less vitality than was usual for an angel.

	She reached out and clasped Isabella’s hands. “I thank you for coming. Our sanctuary has been violated, and we are all in disarray.” She glanced at Theo. “He will have to wait outside.”

	Isabella followed the joy angel into the tavern. The foyer was light and airy, sunlight flooding in from high windows and bathing the room in a glittering light. She exhaled in relief as the warmth flooded through her. The atmosphere in here swiftly extinguished the residual prickles of dread and misery from the demon essences and drained all the tension from her body. She felt light and free in here, almost as though she were floating. As with Kadriel and Firesh, an angel tavern was the perfect antidote to a demon tavern, and she reflected how fortunate she was to come here directly after being in that miserable tomb.

	A fountain in the centre made soothing splashing sounds onto lilypads, sunlight twinkling where it hit the water. Above the flowing water was another statue, this one depicting eight figures, those of the Goddess and her seven lovers, their bare bodies intertwined in tangled embracement. 

	The Goddess’s face was serene beauty as always, and Isabella’s gaze lingered on it as she passed. It drew you in always, that face, welcomed you, compelled you never to tear your eyes away. But as she looked into her eyes, she felt the first twinge of dissatisfaction despite the comforting surroundings. Stone eyes told her nothing. 

	“This way,” Amaliel motioned, placing her hand on Isabella’s arm. A joyous sensation flowed from the angel’s fingertips into Isabella’s veins, relaxing her still more. They went into a small intermediary room, the walls lined with silk robes hanging off a row of hooks. “May I offer you one?”

	Isabella nodded and pulled the ghastly brown tunic off her head. The fabric had irritated her skin, and the creamy silk robe she put on instead soothed it, enveloping her in cool comfort. 

	“Would you like a calming beverage?” Amaliel offered next. 

	“I would, but I’m here on business.”

	The angel nodded. “And a fucking awful business it is. None of us understand how such a horror could be possible here.” She pushed open the door to the introductory parlour. Like the foyer, it was spacious and light-filled with easily a dozen small flowing fountains dotted about, music charms filling the air with soft melodies amidst the friendly chatter of the women. 

	They lounged about on chaises with velvet cushions, drinking wine and other soothing concoctions, and eating from platters of fresh fruit.  Many had loosened their robes and took pleasure in the freeing feeling of the air caressing their bare skin. 

	“They are unaware of what has transpired,” Amaliel whispered to Isabella. “Though they sense something is awry. Normally the atmosphere is not quite so tense.”

	“It’s quite all right,” Isabella said. “The atmosphere here is more pleasant by far than elsewhere in the city.”

	Amaliel indicated Isabella follow her, and she led them through to the next room. This one featured a dozen or so hotpools with water that swirled about and frothed, each with two or three women bathing naked in them, the water splashing on the smooth sandstones that lined the paths between the pools. 

	They walked through the room, giving polite greetings to the women. Some were human, some angels, and they lazily lolled about in the pools, exploring their own or their companion’s body under the whirling water.

	The next room was a sauna. Here, too, all the women were naked, tranquil silhouettes shrouded by the hot steam rising all around them. 

	The next room contrasted with coolness again, much needed after the heat of the sauna, and in it lay a giant circular pool in which dozens of women splashed about and cooled off.

	They walked past the bonding chambers next, consisting of several passageways with multiple doors, some closed for those who preferred privacy, and others that stayed open for those who did not mind who saw their activities. Isabella witnessed the naked writhing of couplings and threesomes and groups as she passed by, naked limbs splayed every which way, every one of them revelling in the joy of touch. 

	Amaliel came to a stop at one of the doors. This one was firmly closed. “It’s here.” She went to open the door, then hesitated, and threw an apologetic look at Isabella. “It’s not a pretty sight.”

	“It’s quite all right,” Isabella said. “I’m used to such sights.”

	The angel pushed open the door. They entered a small chamber, one of the private rooms for women who preferred their pleasure occurred only in twosomes. The victim lay on the bed, as lifeless as the priestess and the Queen’s food taster had been, and Isabella felt a terrible sense of loss wash over her. She was naked amongst the blood-stained satin sheets, and another naked woman knelt beside her, cradling the body in her arms, wailing and begging the victim to awaken. Both were covered in blood.

	Several angels were in the room, standing back solemnly, allowing the woman to grieve but also guarding her carefully. They glanced up at Isabella when she entered, and Zephr, a compassion angel, softly padded over to them.

	“She’s not the perpetrator, is she?” Isabella whispered, staring at the wailing woman. Her glance fell to the floor, where a bloody knife lay.

	“We do not know,” Zephr whispered. “They were in here alone. We heard violent screams, came running, and found this.” Sorrow pierced the angel’s normally peaceful face. “It did look awfully as though she were the guilty party. But she is her lover, and her grief appears real.”

	“How could such a thing possibly happen in an angel tavern?” Isabella asked. 

	“We do not understand it ourselves,” Zephr said. “All of the women inside these walls should be free of the emotions that would drive a person to murder. Anger, hatred, jealousy, vengeance — none can thrive here. And angels are incapable of such an act. It is an impossibility.”

	“Could it have been a demon?”

	“No,” Amaliel said. “We would know if a demon tried to breach this sanctuary.” She lowered her voice so the wailing woman could not hear her. “It could only have been her, they were in here alone.”

	“Perhaps,” said Isabella. “But the most obvious seeming suspect is often not what they seem.”

	“Appearances can be deceiving, of course,” Zephr agreed. “Yet, these two women were in a group chamber before they came in here. Some women believe they can handle seeing their girlfriend in an orgy of women, but when the reality of it is before them, they cannot. I suppose it is possible jealousy was able to rear its head here, if the feeling were intense enough to overcome our essences.”

	Isabella regarded the woman carefully, her tangled hair falling over her tear and blood-streaked face. She raised her head and looked back at Isabella, expression seeped in devastation. Zephr was right, the grief in her eyes was real. 

	Isabella’s gaze trailed back to the dead woman, and she realised she looked familiar.

	“What was her name?” she said to the angel. “I am sure I have seen her before.”

	“She was an actress,” the angel replied. “Aurelie d’Agna. You’ve probably seen her at the Minette Amphitheatre.”

	So she had. Aurelie d’Agna, famous throughout the realm for her raw, visceral performances of love, passion, and betrayal. And so was her lover, she realised. Marianela Morera. She’d seen both of them in one of Christa Ashton’s plays only a month ago.

	Aurelie gazed at her still, fresh tears spilling over. “Please find whoever did this. She is everything to me.”

	“I’ll do everything I can,” Isabella promised her. She turned to the angels. “How many women are here right now?”

	“I would guess a couple of hundred,” Zephr replied.

	“We must not allow any of them to leave. Lock the doors, and search all of them for blood on their person, or evidence of a struggle, and tell them to await questioning.”

	“Who will question them?” Amaliel asked. “Your male guards may not breach these walls.”

	“Of course not. I shall go to my man outside and send him to every guardhouse in the city to collect all the female officers we have to come here for the search.”

	She strode back through the tavern, quickly dressed in the intermediary room, and went back outside to Theo.

	“Theo,” she began. “I nee—”

	He cut her off and handed her a scroll. “I was just about to call for you. A messenger came and delivered this from the Chief. We must return to the guardhouse immediately. Another case we are to start on immediately.” 

	Isabella exhaled slowly. This was too much. Too much allowed to go unresolved. She thought about how much she dared incur the Chief’s wrath, and decided she dared. “Forget about this case for now. I want you to ride to every guardhouse in the city and gather up female officers. They are required here for this investigation.”

	Theo shifted uncomfortably. “Disobey an order from the Chief, Commander?” 

	“I shall return to the guardhouse and speak with the Chief about it. This is important.” 

	 

	It was the Chief who was treated to the pleasure of someone barging into her office this time. Isabella stormed right in and immediately began the speech she had been rehearsing as she rode back. “Chief, I have hundreds of women that must immediately be questioned, and I will not take on another case until it is done.”

	The Chief barely looked up from her work. “I don’t understand why. I have already consulted with Kadriel about the matter. The body was discovered with the killer right there. Covered with the victim’s blood, the knife right there. They were alone in the room together. What more evidence could you possibly need?”

	“There were hundreds of other women in the tavern,” Isabella said. “It could have been any of them.”

	The Chief looked up finally and gave her a tight smile. “I feel I was very patient with you before, but I begin to reach my limit. This is a clear-cut case of a jealous lover, no more. You have been doing this job long enough, you ought to know it’s always the lover.”

	“I saw real grief in her eyes,” Isabella said.

	“By the Goddess’s compersion!” the Chief cried in frustrated disbelief. “She is an actress. Does your gullibility know no bounds?” A pointed look at her arm.

	Isabella flinched. Heat rose to her cheeks, and she looked away.

	“You should not be so easily fooled. You deal with liars and tricksters every day.”

	“All I want is a little time. I would like to be sure it was the girlfriend before I arrest her.”

	“No. I will send one of the men to the tavern to make the arrest — the angels will have to escort her outside — Isabella really, this isn’t good enough. You should have already brought her back here. To leave her there unguarded is abysmal ineptitude.”  

	“The angels are guarding her.”

	The Chief laid her quill down and stared daggers at Isabella. “When did this change happen?”

	“Change?”

	“In you. For years you performed excellent work. I even boasted of you to the other chiefs. But recently — Goddess, when I think back, I believe it’s been coming on for months now — you have changed. You question me at every turn. You constantly undermine my decisions. You teeter dangerously close to subordination.” She looked at her sharply. “Are you vying for my job, perhaps? Is that what all this is about?”  

	Isabella gaped at her. “Not at all. Chief, all I want is to apprehend the real culprits. That’s it. If you have noticed a change, it can only be due to my frustration in being blocked at every turn from doing so.”

	The Chief waved her away with dismissal. “It’s late. You’ve had a long day. Go home, get some rest, and come back tomorrow with a better attitude.”

	“What of the new case? Suddenly it’s not so urgent?”

	“I shall have one of the guards make the arrest. That much, they can do.”

	“Another arrest without an investigation, then.”

	The Chief rubbed her eyes. ”We have it under control. I am done with you for today. Go home.” She gave her one last weary glance. “And I believe you ask too many questions. You question the Goddess herself. It is rank arrogance. Her ways are not for you to know.”

	Isabella turned on her heel and swiftly left the Chief’s office, but she did not go home. She walked through the guardhouse with a strange sense of calm. She needed answers, and sleep would elude her until she had done all she could to find them.

	 


Chapter 7

	 

	Dusk was approaching when Isabella entered the 11th Church of the Vitalic Goddess, the shadows of the pews growing long, the light duller than that of the bright early morning sun. It was empty still, and Isabella’s boots on the hard floor disrupted the silence. It wasn’t normal for it to be deserted at this hour, or any hour really, but she supposed worshippers were staying away after hearing news of the death. 

	She reached the archway and stared at the pedestal. The trap was long gone, the statue returned to its rightful place. It stood tall, the Goddess overseeing all, and Isabella gazed into her eyes for a time. They managed to be lively and twinkling in spite of the marble, and that had once brought her comfort. Now, though, it seemed out of place. She thought of the priestess’s eyes, the terror in them an everlasting image of her final moments. In contrast, those of the Goddess seemed almost mocking. They held all the answers to the questions she sought, but they would tell her nothing. 

	She closed her eyes and tried to pray, but it was no good. She could no longer feel the comforting presence of the Goddess watching over her. Those days were gone. In the past she’d always felt the warmth of the Goddess enveloping her when she prayed, felt that she was by her side, and that had been all she’d needed. 

	It occurred to her now she had not had that feeling for some time, and she tried to remember when it had faded. She could no longer sense the Goddess was there at all. 

	She opened her eyes again. The face of the Goddess remained exactly the same. So perfectly crafted, so flawless, but it gave her nothing, revealed nothing. It was as empty as the church.

	She kept looking, trying to regain that familiar feeling of comfort, grasped back to her past reaching for the reassuring feeling that the Goddess was there. That she would ensure there was some kind of justice in this world, some kind of righteousness, but Isabella was grasping at nothing. Abandonment washed over her, and her frustrations grew. 

	She had never needed literal answers from the Goddess before, but Cerys had put the idea in her head, and the more she thought about it, the more she needed them. Years and years of unsolved or erroneously solved mysteries itched at her soul, and the Goddess was an umbrella of mystery over them all. She wasn’t even sure, exactly, whether the answers she sought were direct answers about who murdered whom, or why guilty people went free and innocent people suffered, or what were these ways of the Goddess that must remain so mysterious. She only knew she needed to speak to her, she needed some sort of answer about anything from her, and she needed to know she was really there.

	Cerys’ grand plan of the underworld and Satan and portals to the overworld were surely the ramblings of a desperate woman, but there were other avenues that could be tried, and she knew exactly where to start. 

	She turned from the statue and left the church.

	 

	“This is highly irregular,” the Queen regnant said, forkful of salmon pie halfway to her mouth. Beside her, the Queen consort eyed the salmon nervously, and behind both of them, a gangly youth tentatively felt his own forehead. 

	“Forgive me, your Majesties,” Isabella said with a bow. “I would be most grateful if you gave me a few moments of your time.”

	The Queen consort dabbed a corner of her mouth with a napkin and looked at Isabella quizzically. “We were given to understand the matter was already settled. Cadmus is before the Judge.”

	“I’m not here about that, actually.” 

	“Then what?” 

	A servant took both Queens’ plates, and served two more, and the new food taster stepped up to sample it. Isabella watched as the young boy put a small bite of fettucine alfredo on his tongue and cautiously chewed. The Queens turned and stared at him expectantly. When he did not topple over, they picked their forks up again and resumed eating. 

	Isabella waited, unsure if she was expected to continue. It seemed rude to simply watch, so she clasped her hands behind her back and looked around a bit, then she studied the floor a while, then a ceramic vase beside one of the guards, then she looked at a vague spot off to the Queens’ left. 

	The food taster caught her eye, and her mind turned to Cerys’ gouda. She wondered if it would be appropriate to ask him to sample a little. 

	“Your Majesty,” said Isabella, once the Queen regnant paused to sip her wine. “I come to request a favour. As humble servants of the Goddess, we humans may only talk to her through prayer. But you are the one exception. As our sovereign, she grants you access to a direct line of communication with her.”

	She nodded. “What of it?”

	“I would like access to that direct line.”

	The Queen choked on her food. 

	Instant chaos. The Queen’s guards, who had been standing still as statues around the room, leapt forward and brandished their swords uncertainly at the fettucine. The Queen consort gasped and clapped her wife violently on the back, shrieking at her to spit it out. The gangly food taster paled and had to steady himself against a chair, then frantically patted himself up and down and seemed bewildered to find himself still alive.

	“Stop,” the Queen regnant shouted, her exasperation plain. “Get back, all of you. I am quite well. I am merely astonished at the word’s that just now came from the Commander’s mouth.”

	Isabella winced. “Sorry, everyone.” She averted her eyes from several glares. 

	Queen Imanta took another sip of wine and looked at Isabella incredulously. “That is the most absurd request ever to assault my ears. Only I may talk to the Goddess.”

	“Then might I enquire why you do not simply ask her who tried to assassinate you?”

	Her astonishment increased. “Ask the… simply ask the Goddess?” She turned to her wife. “Did you hear that, Aeliana?”

	“I did,” her wife replied.

	“Why don’t you simply ask the Goddess, she said to me!”

	“Yes, I heard.” 

	“Simply ask!”

	“Simply ask,” her wife agreed.

	“As though it were a simple matter! A simple matter of simply asking the Goddess!”

	The Queens stared at each other wide-eyed for a moment, then the Queen regnant abruptly rose. “Excuse me for a moment, I have important business to attend to.” She set down her napkin and left the room. 

	Isabella looked at the Queen consort in confusion. “What’s going on?”

	“Nothing,” the Queen consort said. “She has business to attend to. Important business.” 

	“I see.” Isabella gazed around the room again. “That’s a lovely tapestry,” she offered to break the silence. 

	“Yes,” said the Queen consort. “So it is.”

	“I had a tapestry once,” the boy broke in. “It was gifted to my family by the Senator my father serves. Had a picture of Captain Retia’s fleet battling a sea monster on it.”

	“How lovely,” said Isabella. 

	“Very lovely,” the Queen consort agreed.

	They fell back into silence. 

	The Queen returned a short time later. She sat and resumed eating as though nothing had happened.

	“Ah, your Majesty?” Isabella ventured.

	“What? Oh yes, you’re still here. How have you been getting on?”

	“We discovered Gregor has a lovely tapestry,” her wife informed her.

	“Does he indeed? How lovely.”

	“Yes, we all agreed it was lovely.”

	The Queen continued eating her meal. Isabella looked around helplessly.

	“Oh, Commander, incidentally I’ve been thinking about that question you asked before.”

	“Oh?” said Isabella.

	“And of course I cannot ask the Goddess such a thing.”

	“I see,” said Isabella. “Why not?” 

	“Glorious as I am, not even I can question the Goddess. I am her vessel. I relay her wisdom and her teachings to the people and govern them as she wills. But I cannot know the ways in which the Goddess works. That is her business, and her right to conduct as she sees fit.”

	“Your Majesty, did you just leave to ask the Goddess that?”  Isabella asked quite directly.

	“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“And she quite fobbed you off, obviously.”

	“Commander. That’s enough.” Her tone had become steely. “I recommend you take your leave of me now.”

	“But—"

	The Queen consort half rose, placed her hands on the table, and looked at Isabella with narrowed eyes. “Your gloriously cherished ruler has a recommendation for you, Commander.”

	Isabella sighed, left the palace, and made her way back across the city to the angel tavern. The angels, she hoped, would be a more promising avenue. 

	 

	“Isabella,” Amaliel said, greeting her with a soft smile. “How wonderful to see you again so soon, though I am sorry it must be in circumstances such as these.”

	“In fact, I’m not here about the murder,” Isabella said.

	“Ah, you would like to partake in our offerings. Do come in.”

	“Well, perhaps.” She followed her inside the tavern. “I could certainly do with it after today. But I would like your counsel on another matter, if you wouldn’t mind. I need to know more about how the Goddess works.”

	Amaliel raised a curious eyebrow as she handed Isabella her robe. “Of course. Let us talk of this in more comfortable surroundings.” 

	They entered the introductory parlour and found an available chaise to sit on. The tavern was livelier in the evenings, filled with women unwinding after a long day. Music accompanied their laughter and chatter, and the room twinkled with illumination charms weaved amongst vines and cooling charms whirring to create a refreshing breeze.

	Isabella watched them a moment, the women of her city lounging back and indulging in the ambrosias offered, mingling with each other in pleasant camaraderie. You would never know, from their manner here, that in their daily lives they were not always so relaxed in one another’s company. They ran the gamut from nobility to senators to merchants to serving maids; some were political rivals, still others were cutthroat mercenary competitors. 

	But inside the tavern, the essences of dozens of angels encouraged and amplified an atmosphere of companionship, bonding, and contentment. It was a place to set aside your differences and celebrate your commonalities. 

	Paccia was there, deep in conversation with one of the enchantresses, as were several other women Isabella knew, and she nodded to them in greeting but opted not to join them. She was in more of a solitary mood tonight, and Amaliel’s company was more than enough. 

	A silver tray with a selection of tonics was presented to her, and she chose a creamy blueberry nectar. Pleasant sensations flowed through her veins at the first sip.

	“Your guards came and took Marianela Morera,” Amaliel said, settling back into the chaise. “They said questioning the other women was not necessary.”

	“Yes,” said Isabella. “A decision my superior made. But I am not here about that.”

	Amaliel looked at her kindly. “You know as well as anyone the Goddess’s ways are not for humans to know.”

	Isabella gazed into her drink and tapped her fingers on the glass. “Amaliel, I mean no disrespect but I am nearing my wits’ end with this. I cannot bear to hear that utterance even one more time. I have dealt with mysteries for seven long years now. Some I was able to solve, but many I could not, and many I am not permitted to. Every one that I fail at gnaws at me. There is an unfinishedness, an incompleteness inside me that steadily grows. And when I turn to the Goddess for answers, she gives me nothing.  It is an endless well of frustration, and the well begins to spill over. I need some semblance of understanding before I can continue my work.”

	“What is it you don’t understand?”

	“Too much. How all of this could be the Goddess’s plan. Why would she want one of her own priestesses dead? A lifelong loyal servant. Why would she want the Queen’s food taster dead, an innocent child? And a heroic one at that. A woman engaging in her Goddess-given gift to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh, why should she want such a woman dead?”

	“People must die. It is a part of life. You know this. Without death there can be no birth.”

	“Yes, the balance, I know. But to punish innocent people for their murders. She, who oversees all, knows exactly who killed them. And she does nothing. She causes so much pain and suffering here on the second plane.” 

	Amaliel inhaled sharply. “We do not place blame on the Goddess.”

	“Why ever not? She is our creator. Is she not responsible for her own creation? If everything that happens is, indeed, her plan, why should she not be blamed for the evil in that plan?”

	“Such questions as these are normal after witnessing the kind of things you witness. But evil must exist alongside the good, or the good would be meaningless. There must always be a balance. That’s why we have the Accord. A controlled mixing of the three planes of existence. Angels and demons walk your plane so that you may experience a drop of the Goddess’s heavens. The cost, of course, is a drop of the hells along with it. I would encourage you to speak to the Goddess herself about this.”

	“I’ve been thinking about doing just that.” 

	“Excellent. We can pray together now, if you would like.”

	“I don’t mean in prayer. I mean I want to speak to her directly.”

	The angel started at this. “I’m afraid you cannot.” She spoke gently still, but firmly.

	“But why not? You have portals to the overworld. You could take me to her.”

	The angel laughed. “Isabella, you know that’s a request of preposterous fuckery. We are not permitted to take live humans to any of the heavens of the overworld. And we are incapable of doing anything we are not permitted to do. I could not take you even if I wanted to. Tell me, why is prayer no longer enough for you?”

	“Because I cannot sense her presence there. I used to. But now it is gone, and I feel an overwhelming sense of abandonment. I need to see her before me, to see that she is really there.”

	Amaliel leant forward and grasped her hands, her grip firm and comforting. “I promise you, she is really there. You know it is true, I cannot tell a lie.”

	“Then I need her to explain herself to me. Unveil her mysterious ways, or at least explain why they need to be so mysterious.”

	“Even if it were possible for you to speak with her, you would never receive such answers. They are not for you to know.”

	Isabella gritted her teeth. Not even the warm glow of her surroundings, the angel essences floating around her, could stop her frustration from growing.

	Amaliel saw it immediately. “You are right, that’s a dismissive answer.” She stood. “Come with me.”

	They walked to the adjacent room with its sandstone paths and whirling hotpools. “I always find flowing water helpful for clarity of mind,” Amaliel said. “Would you like to bathe?”

	The bubbling water was certainly inviting, and Isabella nodded.  She slipped off her robe, the silk sliding down her skin, hung it on a hook, and descended the steps into the pool. Once she was waist deep she sank her whole body into it, the water enveloping her like a protective cocoon. 

	Amaliel did the same. They sat opposite each other, warm water whirling around them. Steam rose off the water, and Isabella closed her eyes and leant her head against the headrest. Her mind was still busy, unsatisfied and grasping for answers, but she did her best to push the thoughts out and let the water soothe her. It splashed around her, lapped at her skin in a gentle teasing, its gurgling and churning and swishing complementary accompanists to the harmonious melody that filled the room. A sweet fragrance from the honeysuckles on the vines climbing the walls wafted around her and gradually, the tension drained from her body, the water gently drawing the frustrations out. Her muscles relaxed, and the physical feeling of tranquillity soon tempted her mind to follow. 

	Amaliel’s calming voice broke through her thoughts. “Isabella, you know how the Goddess works really.”

	She opened her eyes. “I do?”

	“She believes, first and foremost, in the sanctity of human life. It comes with hardship and suffering, but that is all the more reason you have a duty to enjoy it. She created your life, you honour her when you enjoy it. She has given you gifts that you may do so. But only, of course, to the extent that you cause no harm to others.”

	“Yes,” Isabella murmured. “Sariel, 23:19. Nothing so joyous as life, nothing so heinous as stealing a life.”

	“Exactly.” Amaliel stretched her glistening arm across the back of the hotpool. “Murder is the greatest sin, for it steals from somebody their life and all that encompasses. And it encompasses so much. A multitude of memories, experiences, Goddess-given gifts. Thousands upon thousands of moments that make up a whole person. It is the harshest of slaps across the Goddess’s face. And the next grievous sins, then, are anything that steals joy from a person’s life, be it treating them cruelly, or reducing their liberties, or giving unwanted touch.”

	“These are her teachings,” Isabella said. “But they do not unveil her mysterious ways.”

	“I believe it explains why you are so troubled. You see the greatest sin all too often, and paradoxically must commit sin to make it right. You send them to the Judge, which ends their life, or take their liberty from them by locking them away. It must be done to save the lives and liberties of their victims, but all the same, it’s tough on the soul. And then there’s another conundrum, because the Goddess, well, she was a little bit sneaky here.” Amaliel smiled fondly at this. “She created humans in such a way that the most satisfying way of experiencing joy is to have felt you have earned it through hard work and productivity. There would be no pleasure in the simple act of sitting and resting your feet if you had not been standing all day. The company of angels would not be so appreciated if you did not also have to suffer the presence of demons.”

	Isabella nodded. “A balance, always. The Council of Enchantresses certainly decided to be rather explicit about it. Work hard, and you’ll earn a charm.”

	“The charm system is supposed to be representative of the idea, yes,” said the angel. “Though—,” a frown appeared across her face. “I believe the enchantresses have not set up the flawless system many believe it to be.”

	Isabella was curious to know what she meant by that, but she’d already moved on. 

	“The point is,” the angel said with a bright look at Isabella. “The true thing that will enable you to enjoy your life to the fullest is to find your purpose, the thing that fulfils you, and work hard at it. If you do this, every act of pleasure will feel all the more rewarding and satisfying to you. But this creates a dilemma for you, because your purpose, what drives you, is to fight for justice for those who’ve had their lives stolen from them. Because you, likewise, believe in the sanctity of life. And being around murder as much as you are is too much to bear for someone who respects life so much.”  

	“And I fail too often,” Isabella said. “In getting justice for the victims.”

	“Well, they don’t get away with it, you know, the murderers. Even if your guards do not catch them. It wreaks havoc on their souls, destroys them from the inside. It strips away everything good about them, everything. They are left nothing but a husk.”

	Isabella was silent. She didn’t know if that was true, really. She’d come across killers in her time who seemed to take a sadistic sort of pleasure in it.

	“I cannot give you the exact answers you seek,” the angel said. “But I can ease your frustration. May I suggest the next best way after prayer to be close to the Goddess?”

	Sufficiently relaxed from the water, this was exactly what Isabella needed. “Yes please. It’s been a long day.”

	She stepped out of the pool, the air prickling at her skin. Amaliel offered her a towel, thick and fluffy, and they dried themselves off, then Isabella followed her further through the tavern rooms. 

	“Would you prefer a group parlour or a private massage?” Amaliel asked. 

	Isabella thought about it. She allowed the angel to lead her around, touring the chambers. The group parlours were full as usual, a mass of women and angels writhing naked together. She watched for a time, and considered joining in, but decided tonight she would prefer something more private. “A massage, please.”

	Amaliel took her to a private room. It was small and cosy, bathed in a warm glow of dimmed lights, with a table set up in the centre. Small jars of aromatic oils lined the shelves, and Amaliel selected one of them as Isabella lay down on the table. It was easy to keep turbulent thoughts at bay now, and she allowed herself to indulge in the contentment of it. 

	Soft footfalls padded towards her, and with them scent of lavender and rosemary. A moment or two of prickling anticipation, then Amaliel gently placed her hands flat upon Isabella’s shoulder blades. The glow from the touch instantly spread through her. She began kneading her skin, running her hands up and down, her fingernails gently scraping down Isabella’s back. She tended to every area of her body, and Isabella felt herself slipping more and more into bliss, her whole body tingling.

	“Turn over,” the angel murmured after an eternity of pleasure. 

	She did so, and Amaliel continued on her front, and the bliss expanded. She gently caressed her breasts, her legs, her inner thighs, hands firmly squeezing the flesh. She lowered her head and kissed the nape of Isabella’s neck, her mass of curls cascading down Isabella’s sides. She continued further down her body, her hair whispering along her skin, a trail of soft kisses until she arrived at her thighs. She gripped them firmly, pushed them open, and placed her head between them. Soft lips met Isabella’s lips, and Isabella closed her eyes and ascended into the heavens.

	 

	 


Chapter 8

	 

	“Holy fuck,” Isabella said, staring at a desert where ocean should be. 

	She’d been sipping her tea and watching the sunrise from the second storey window of her villa when she saw it. She had a gorgeous view of the city from here, her home situated in the rolling hills of Lucerna Circle. It was peaceful at this hour, but the first stirrings of city life were emerging from the stillness, full of the promise of a lively day ahead. The merchants, the traders, the coachmen, the labourers —soon they would all be out in full. And walking amongst them would be the murderers, the burglars, the con artists, the petty thieves.  

	Solistopia at dawnbreak was a sprawling mass of brick and stone glinting in the early morning rays, interwoven with spots of greenery, and beyond the city walls a stretch of deep blue ocean sparkled as far as the eye could see. Or usually did, that is.

	Now she saw only endless desert, red dusty sand where soothing water should be. She blinked, rubbed her eyes, and looked again. 

	The ocean was back.

	She set her mug down shakily and tried to make sense of this. Was she seeing things? Or was this some sort of demonic trickery?  She shook herself, stared hard at the water for several minutes. It remained the same as it always had.

	She turned from the window and made a note to consult with the angels about the matter before setting her mind to her new objective. Refreshed and revitalised after her evening at the angel tavern, she was ready to face this day with renewed determination. It was time to get to the bottom of things, and she had no intention of doing it the usual way. She was done with begging the Chief to allow her to do her job, done with the unsatisfactory endings she was forced to consider resolved. 

	Tempting though a journey to the Goddess was — indeed, the idea of it tugged at her soul like a siren atop a rock in a stormy sea — she had clarity now. She knew what she needed to feel complete.  A new plan was taking form, and it required restructuring the entire way her unit operated.  

	She dressed and prepared herself for the day, gave her servants their instructions, and hurried from her villa. The streets were still mostly empty and she rode through them at a gallop, directly to the guardhouse. She had intended to go straight to her office, but once inside the guardhouse she found her feet slowed to a stop outside the door to the dungeon stairwell. Its iron bolts, fixed and secure, beckoned her. But she had no need to go to the cells. 

	Still, perhaps putting a few more questions to Cerys would settle her once and for all. It couldn’t hurt to gain more information.  

	She unlocked the bolts and ran down the steps.

	A curious sight befell her when she came to Cerys’ cell. Liam stood in front of the bars, Cerys one foot away on the other side. They were face to face, eyes firmly locked on one another with only the bars between them. Stiff and utterly motionless, neither of them moving so much as a finger. It was as though they’d been transformed into statues, and Isabella almost started when Cerys leisurely lifted her leg and took a step to the side. Liam did the same, his eyes never leaving hers. Next, she bent her knees. He did likewise. Then she took a step back, and his movements mirrored hers exactly.

	Isabella coughed. “Liam, what are you doing?” 

	“Keeping an eye on the prisoner,” he replied, his gaze never leaving Cerys.

	Cerys darted forward suddenly, feinting as though to attack, and Liam leapt back with a yelp of surprise. “Stop doing that,” he growled. “It’s not funny.”

	“It’s hilarious,” Cerys said. “And I have little else to do in here.”

	“That’s enough,” Isabella said, marching towards her. “Liam, take a break. I’d like a word with the prisoner.”

	“You sure Commander?” His gaze was still steadfast. “All it takes is turning away for one second, and she’ll vanish into thin air.” 

	Isabella stepped up to the bars and eyed Cerys. Her prison drabs were dreary and shapeless, her hair was in tangles, and there were smudges of dirt on her face, but she looked perfectly cheerful. “Yes, how did she escape from you last time, exactly?”

	“I was watchin’ her the whole time, I swear,” Liam said defensively. “The whole time. Except, perhaps, for one teensy second when I went to get a mug of tea.”

	“A teensy second to get a mug of tea, eh,” Cerys said. “Perhaps you should’ve been an express messenger instead of a guard. Think how quickly people who don’t have speed charms would be able to receive their letters.” 

	“Well, you can leave her to me now,” Isabella said. 

	Liam’s eyes narrowed. “Best you keep a firm eye on her. Don’t look away, not even if she tells you there’s a gullibility demon behind you.” He backed down the corridor, eyes on Cerys for as long as he could manage, until his efforts were thwarted by a corner. 

	Cerys watched him go, then turned to Isabella. “Another special chat with the Commander herself. What have I done to deserve such a privilege?” She walked to the back of the cell, a short five steps, and slid down the wall until she sat with her legs stretched out in front of her.

	Isabella got straight to the point. “Why do you voluntarily go to the underworld?”

	“To escape this world for a time.” 

	“Escape this world for a worse one?”

	Cerys shrugged. “This world is dark and grey and soul-sucking.”

	Isabella gave a little laugh. “I am hardly the expert on the underworld that you are, but I think you’re a bit mixed up there. That’s the underworld you just described. Our world is sunny and bright.”

	“For you, maybe. With your commander’s wages and your grandiose villa filled with enchantress-approved charms. Those of us who live on the darker side of the city have rather a different experience with it.”

	“I know the dark side of the city well. I work in it every day.”

	“Not the same. You don’t live it.”

	“And you could have a far sunnier life if you so chose. If you lived a different lifestyle, if you were a law-abiding subject, the Council of Enchantresses would approve you for charms too. Instead you chose a life of crime.”

	Cerys tilted her head. She was in the shadows back there, but her eyes glinted from the darkness like lanterns. “You have an interesting definition of the concept of choice.”

	“And I cannot believe,” Isabella continued, “that the more disadvantaged Solistopians have it worse than those in the underworld itself. Even the poorest subject here does not have a life that is darker and more soul-sucking than living in one of the hells.”

	“No, perhaps not,” Cerys admitted. “Every time I return here after a trip to the underworld, I appreciate it all the more. I get to experience a little of that brightness you get all your life.” She tucked that errant strand of hair behind her ear, and Isabella was struck by the urge to tie it back for her. She wondered why Cerys always insisted on wearing her hair loose if it bothered her so. “Of course, I suppose I should add I mainly go to make business deals and network with demons,” she was saying now. “I can’t tell you the details, you’d give me one of your disapproving frowns.”

	“I see.” Isabella paused. “And is it…”

	“What?”

	“Is it true that Satan has a portal to the Goddess?”

	Cerys smiled. “Ah, so this is why you’re really here.” She drew herself up, walked to the bars and draped her body against them, eyes lively and bright.

	A compulsion pulled at Isabella to draw closer. She stepped back.

	“You want to pay the Goddess a visit,” Cerys said. 

	“No. It can’t be done. I only want to know a little more about this portal.”

	“Oh, they’ll say it can’t be done. But the angels go back and forward between the first and second plane all the time. I see no reason a human couldn’t too.”

	 “The angels will not do anything they are not permitted to do.”

	“You’ve tried them already.”

	Isabella gave a small nod of affirmation.

	“And now you’re resorting to me. But taking one of the angels’ portals to the overworld is still a much easier way than Satan’s. Safer, certainly.” She shifted her weight, hips pressed against the bar.  “Oh Isy, you don’t know how to bribe people. The angels can be compromised. You just need to know which ones to approach, and how to do it correctly.”

	“I’m not going to bribe an angel.”

	“Why ever not? I know an empathy angel who is more susceptible to bribery than most, and she owes me a favour. Let me take you to her. I’ll get you to the heavens, and your precious Goddess, and then you can get your confirmation that I’m innocent of any murder.”

	“Cerys, I know you think I fall for tricks easily. I can hardly deny that after yesterday. But I am not quite so gullible as you think. You’ve contradicted yourself for a start. Yesterday you told me you wanted to use Satan’s portal, now you say you could do it in a safer way via the angels.”

	Cerys’ face twitched.

	“But no angel can be bribed. There is no way in a million Goddess’s girlfriends an angel would ever allow you, or anyone, to corrupt her. You’re talking balderdash.”

	The earnest, persuasive expression she’d been wearing broke into a grin. “Ah, bugger it all. I really did think you’d fall for it. You did fall for the trap so gloriously, after all. Interesting that cheese tempts you more than the overworld does, though, isn’t it?” 

	Isabella gave her a cold stare. “I have no intention of actually going to the overworld.”

	Cerys smirked. “Liar.”

	“I am asking more out of curiosity than anything.”

	“And why are you so much more interested in Satan’s portal than the angels’?”

	 “Because while the angels cannot be corrupted, Satan certainly can.”

	“Hah! So you do want to go there. I gotta say Isy, I’m touched.”

	 “Why?”

	“You want to undertake a dangerous journey to clear my name. It’s sweet.”

	“No. This is all hypothetical.”

	“Mhmm. Break me out of here and I’ll get you there.”

	“Stop that. Just answer me this — and mind, I ask purely to gain more insight into the mechanics of your mind — how did you intend this plan of yours to work? What makes you think you could have successfully convinced Satan to let either of us go to the overworld?” 

	“She might not have. She might have just decided to torture me instead. Which is what will happen to me anyway if you send me to the Judge.” She looked at Isabella as though butter wouldn’t melt, her next words dripping in saccharine sweetness. “Now if you wanted to do it, you do have another option. You could meet an untimely demise. I could definitely help you out there. I’m no murderer of course, but if you asked me to do it, it’s not really the same as a proper murder, is it?”

	Isabella stared at her.

	 “All right, sorry, I’ll be serious. You’re right, of course, the angels will never help you on this. They can portal up to the overworld any time they like. Visit any heaven whimsy takes them to. But they’ll never take you with them, because it’s against the rules, and they won’t ever, ever break the rules.”

	“And I wouldn’t want them to.”

	 “But Satan? Well, she loves rule breaking. Especially her sister’s rules. Of course, she won’t do it for you for nothing. She’ll want something in exchange.”

	 “Like what? Not the statue, we are absolutely not giving her a statue of the Goddess.” She paused. “Hypothetically, I mean.”

	Cerys scoffed. “As if a mere statue would be enough. If even that is too much for you, you have a big problem. If you’re serious about this, you’d have to be prepared to give her something far more painful to part with than that. A real sacrifice. She’d want…” Cerys eyed her and thought it over. “Your vitality. Your goodness. The things that make up the best part of you. She’d want to draw them from you and leave you nothing but a wasted shell, nothing but all the bad. All your flaws, your worst traits, every bad thing you’ve ever done and thought and said. That’s what she’d want. Are you prepared to give her that?”

	“I’ll think of something else,” said Isabella. “How would we get there?”

	“You could sweeten the deal with some of those delectable chocolate eclairs from the bakery on Telemediua Street. She loves eclairs. But you can never tell anyone she likes them.”

	“Why not?

	“They bring her joy. Joy is frowned upon in the underworld. They prefer to wallow in misery.”

	“Cerys,” Isabella said. “How would we get there? Hypothetically.”

	“First you break me out. We’ll ask the fear demon you so rudely interrupted me with who was about to take me anyway. He’ll take us to a graveyard and open a portal for us. He’ll require extra payment. One of your charms would do nicely.”

	“And hypothetically, how dangerous would it be, exactly? We wouldn’t be protected from the demons by the angels in the underworld. How do you stay safe when you’re there?”

	“We’d only be going to Calamitadel. It’s a dreary city, but it’s on the first level, the least hellish of all the hells. Satan has a holiday palace there. Has its bad areas, but you avoid them. You learn which demons can be safe enough to interact with and which should be avoided. I highly recommend steering clear of the voracia demons, for example. You make use of your contacts with the ones who are open to trade with second planers — that’s where you’ll need me — and you keep your sword about you.” 

	This much, at least, could be verified Isabella thought as she sifted through the jumble of words Cerys was prattling off, seeking to find even a shred of truth amongst it. 

	“Course, you’d have me to protect you. I’ll show you how it all works.”

	“Mmm,” said Isabella. “That’s reassuring indeed.”

	“I should warn you though, even if no active harm were to befall you, just being in Calamitadel will slowly kill your soul a little each day. I wasn’t quite truthful before, it absolutely is a soul-sucking place.”

	“I’m shocked.”

	“Sarcasm doesn’t suit you.”

	“And do I care what you think suits me?”

	“Yes.”

	The clattering of a tea tray broke them out of their locked gaze. Isabella turned to see Liam returning, carefully balancing two mugs of tea, liquid sloshing perilously with each step. “Gotya a peppermint one, Commander,” he said handing her one of the mugs. 

	“Thank you, Liam, how thoughtful.” She gratefully accepted the tea. “I’ll leave you to it.”

	“Where’s mine?” she heard Cerys say as she walked away.

	His reply was brusque. “None for you.” 

	“What the fuck, Liam.” 

	 

	The rest of the morning passed much like any other. Isabella dispatched guards to their posts, where they patrolled the streets and broke apart brawls, thwarted pickpockets, and yelled at reckless wagon drivers. Others were sent to the watchtowers spaced out around the city wall, where they kept a look out  for invaders — a task which mostly consisted of gazing out at the view beyond the wall, to the east a picturesque landscape of miles and miles of fields, capped off by distant mountains, and to the west the beginning of the eternal seas, and sipped mugs of tea all day. Those that remained at the fortress trained in the yard, a stringent daily regiment of physical exercise and combat drills. 

	Murders were significantly reduced compared to the uncharacteristic abundance of yesterday’s, that is, there were zero, a number the Solistopian City Watch found rather more pleasant.  

	Isabella took special care to behave exactly how the Chief thought she ought to. No need to induce her ire right now, that time would come soon enough.  She assigned guards only Chief-approved tasks, she wrote her reports on the previous days’ murders, rolled up the scrolls, and had them filed away, and busied herself with various other administrative tasks. She did spend a little more time than usual training, especially duel practice. Now was a good a time as any to sharpen up on her sword fighting.

	 

	The flash of Liam’s blade swung right at her face. She parried it with her dagger and jabbed her sword in the direction of his torso.

	“Oh yes, such a portal exists,” Kadriel yelled, the peace angel staying a safe distance from their swinging blades. “Satan uses it to visit the Goddess a few times a year.”

	“How awful for the Goddess,” Isabella said, narrowly ducking out of the way of another strike. “To suffer her presence so.”

	“Well, neither of them like it,” Kadriel agreed. She took a seat on a crate in the training yard, filled with the stone slabs the guards made frequent use of for strength training. “But there is business that must be discussed in terms of the general running of the planes, plus familial obligations, that sort of thing. Their mother is ill at the moment.”

	“But actually having Satan in the overworld. Does she not taint it?” Isabella feinted to the left, avoiding Liam’s counter strike, stepped in close, and jabbed her sword at his heart. The blunt end of the practice sword touched his chest and he gasped in mock horror, dropped his weapons, and dramatically clutched the imaginary wound. 

	“She is quite a different person when she is there,” Kadriel said. “So is the Goddess, for that matter. They revert back to their childhood selves in the presence of their parents. It’s quite disconcerting.”

	“I die,” Liam cried. “The life force drains from my body. The throes of death are upon me.” He fell to his knees, mouth agape, before toppling over completely and flailing about on the ground like a fish.

	“Why do you ask about it?” Kadriel asked.

	Isabella sheathed her sword and turned from Liam’s theatrics. “It occurred to me I know far too little about this underworld I send murderers to. I should like to know more. What do you know about this Calamitadel place?”

	A shadow passed over the angel’s face. “Ah, Calamitadel, the city of demons. I have never been, no angel can set foot in it. All I know of it is what I have heard, which is that it is a desolate hellscape. It spits on everything good about life. The ways of the demon reign there, and they cobble together a very strangely-functioning sort of society. The souls of the dead walk amongst them, at least those who did not have the misfortune to be sent to any of the deeper dimensions. Satan resides there periodically, when she is not in the deepest dimension. I believe she sees it as a pleasant holiday destination.”

	“And live humans can really go there?”

	“They can, though very few choose to.”

	“I knew a fella who went there once,” Liam said, sitting up and dusting off his uniform. “Wanted to visit his wife who’d met an early demise. Came back with his soul in tatters and an arm missing. And the kicker is, his wife weren’t even there! She was in the overworld. He’d just assumed she would’ve been sent to the underworld.”

	“Fascinating,” said Isabella. 

	“It is a place to be avoided at all costs, if you can help it,” Kadriel said, standing to go. “And now I ought to leave you; I fear my peace essence is not conducive to your duel practice.”

	“Oh, there’s one more thing,” Isabella said to her before she left. “There have been some strange occurrences happening lately.” She told the angel all about the fiddler, the strange language, and the bizarre appearance of a desert. “I’d think I was losing my mind if Theo hadn’t noticed it too. Could it be some sort of demon magic?”

	Kadriel frowned. “It would be most concerning if it were. Spells of such magnitude should not have gone undetected by the angels. I shall look into the matter at once.”

	Isabella thanked her and turned back to Liam, sword raised. “Let’s go again.” 

	 


Chapter 9

	 

	By afternoon, Isabella forced herself to put away all thought of the underworld and focus on change she had a chance of putting into practice, if only she could convince the Chief. 

	Nicobar brought the records of previous cases to her office, stacks of parchment piled high, and she spent several summer hours going over them, recalling the details of the murders, of what had been done at the time, and what more could have been done. 

	She thought of the most recent murders, too, the ones they still had a chance to do right by if only the Chief would let her. The priestess, for example. Who would have reason to kill her? They knew she had been alive at the first summer hour of yesterday, and dead by the second. Few people were out at that time, it should not have been difficult to seek them all out and question them. With the actress it was easier still. The killer must have been someone in that tavern. The Queen had a long list of enemies, but few would have had opportunity. 

	There was so much more they could do than the superficial investigations the Chief permitted, if any at all. List all the possible suspects and eliminate them one by one as they determined which of them had a reason to kill the victim, which of them had the means to, and which had the opportunity, and you were sure to be left with a very short list indeed. 

	Then there were financial records, a line of investigation that could divulge plenty of information. Why didn’t they ever make use of it? 

	Physicians who examined the dead, scientists and researchers who studied potions and plants and were always on the cusp of innovative new inventions — all this could surely be a useful source of information. 

	And yesterday’s experience disguising themselves. She felt a tingle remembering it. It hadn’t been any fun in the demon tavern, to be sure, but it had certainly been educational. An adventurous change from the regular day to day tasks. If they’d had the time to do it properly, plan it all out, it could have been so much better. Proper disguises, ones that transformed their entire appearance. Cerys did it all the time. She sat back, and put her quill to her mouth, and recalled the transformations she was aware of. She’d seen Cerys as a Senator, a lion tamer, an angel, a Queen’s maid, a dancer. Each time the transformation had been complete. 

	If con artists and tricksters could do it, why should the City Watch also not make use of the same tool? The information that could be gained from it would be invaluable. Solistopia’s biggest crime gangs could be infiltrated, even, if they did their research properly. They would gain insight they’d never before had into the way criminal networks operated. The possibilities were endless.

	But it would cost too much and take too much time, and could not possibly be done by one person alone, which meant guards would have to be given more responsibilities. She mulled for a while over the best way to get the Chief on board in spite of this.

	Before she knew it, evening had come. She looked up from the floor of her office, parchment scattered about everywhere, ink stains all over her fingers, and noticed the quiet. Most people had left already. She stood and stretched, tidied all the parchment away, and left the guardhouse for the night. 

	She was still thinking about it on the ride home, her mind brimming with possibilities. At this hour, when the heat of the day was receding and the streets were calmer, the rhythmic clop of the hooves lulled the mind into contemplation. There were only a few pedestrians and carriages about now, the yelling merchants having retreated into their homes for supper. The sound of muffled chatter and laughter, of singing and dancing drifted over from the taverns and dance halls as she passed, their lamps casting a cosy glow onto the streets.

	She arrived home, dismounted, and handed the horse over to her servant. Stepping inside the darkened foyer of her villa, she turned to the illumination charm and uttered the enchantment. The charmed candle lit up with a light so bright it flooded the foyer, brighter than any candlelight could provide. She walked through several rooms turning on the candles in each one until every corner of darkness had been extinguished, then stepped into the atrium. 

	The starlight coming in through the open air skylight was bright tonight, so she left the illumination charm off here and took a seat on her favourite chaise. Next to the chaise was a small table with a bell on it, and she rang it to call for a servant. One promptly appeared, and after exchanging pleasantries she requested a flagon of rosé and a platter of fresh fruit. The servant bowed his head and hurried off. 

	Isabella sat back in the chaise and gazed up at the stars. Water in the pool lapped against the stones in the light breeze and the temperature was finally cool enough to enjoy, the breeze a cool massage caressing her skin. The soothing sounds and calm atmosphere soon drew her into a pleasant state of relaxation. 

	The servant returned, and she sipped the wine and idly plucked grapes off their stems, still looking at the stars shining brightly amidst the silky blackness. The overworld was up there, somewhere, and maybe if she just looked hard enough she would find the Goddess again.

	She thought of the cases she’d reviewed today, the murders of yesterday, and of all the cases that had come her way over the years. She’d been a commander for seven years now, and arrested many a person for murder. They had been investigated, of course — most of them, that is — but on a much more superficial level than they ought to have been, the Chief always rushing for fast resolutions. And she’d accepted that, because the Chief had twenty years of experience on her. The Chief knew best.  

	When had she become uneasy with the way things were done here? She hadn’t been when she’d started, she knew that. She remembered thinking she knew the culprits were guilty, knew they were doing the right thing. Life was a gift, murderers must be stopped at once, what could be righter than that? 

	And, of course, it had always been the Goddess’s will, and she had believed in that.  When had she started to doubt it? It had been long before the priestess, but it was the priestess that had opened her eyes to how dissatisfied she was with the way her unit operated. 

	She took another sip of wine. The Chief was resistant to change, she knew, and it was going to take some doing to convince her to restructure everything.

	The temptation of visiting the Goddess tugged at her again. She tried to shake it off, it was a ridiculous plan.  To go to the underworld on the slim chance she could somehow get to the overworld from there — no, she wasn’t going to do that. It had no hope of working. Too many things could go wrong. Any demon could kill her in the third plane; they would not have the restrictions those on the second plane did. Satan could capture her and torture her for eternity.  

	And even if she made it, the Goddess would never grant her an audience. She never had to any human before. How could Isabella think she was different in that regard? The very idea was disrespectful. Humans were not permitted access to the overworld until their lives on the second plane ended. To flagrantly go against that, think she knew better than the Goddess, was abysmal entitlement. And all for what, just so she could ask the Goddess who had committed all these murders? 

	No, she would handle this the proper way. She would make the Chief see reason. By the Goddess, had she seriously considered breaking Cerys out of the dungeon for a moment there? She shook off the thought. She hadn’t. Of course she hadn’t. 

	A cough above her, and she opened her eyes. The servant stood there with a package. “A messenger just came for you, ma’am.”

	She thanked him and took it. Unwrapped the crinkly brown paper and caught the scroll that fell out. Glancing at it momentarily as she reached for her wine, she started, her gaze swiftly drawn back to it. This was no ordinary scroll. The edges were gilded with golden foil and the parchment had a sparkling air to it. It glowed, in fact, indicating a message waiting to be read. Her breath caught. A charmed scroll. That the enchantresses would grant her a communication charm was something she never would have expected at this point.  Slowly, reverently almost, she unrolled it and read the words from the Council:

	 

	Isabella Varselak, Commander of the 7th Unit of the Solistopian City Watch,

	 

	Congratulations. For your unceasing work in the betterment of the Realm of Viatanesia, the Council has granted you the following charm: Communication. Enchantment: Giaterene

	Thank you for all the good that you do,

	 

	Yours,

	The Enchantresses

	 

	Her eyes skimmed back over the words, seeking assurance they were really there. She could not think of any action she had taken lately that would merit being approved for such a charm. Certainly they must have not yet heard the Chief was displeased with her performance. 

	A communication charm was highly prestigious indeed, one of the most coveted of the charms and granted to few.  It facilitated instant communication, effectively making it the most powerful of all the charms. 

	But you could only use it if you knew others who also possessed such a charm. She rolled it back up, then unrolled it again to check that it worked. The words of the enchantresses had disappeared, as had the faint glow. Now it looked like any other blank piece of parchment.

	She wracked her mind thinking of who she could communicate with. There really were so few people who had them, did she even know any? The Chief had one, but she would rather not communicate with the Chief if she didn’t have to. 

	Olivia Catullus, she thought. The name brought a smile to her lips. A politician she’d had a brief romance with who’d bragged about receiving one shortly after being appointed to the Senate. It had been too long since they’d seen each other.

	She grabbed a quill and considered what her first message should be. After some thought, she carefully wrote on the blank parchment: Test

	Next she wrote Olivia’s full name and uttered the charm: Giaterene 

	The words vanished. She stared at the blank page, breath bated, to see if there would be a response, partially convinced such swift communication could not be possible. Minutes later, it lit up again, and with the light came the message: Congratulations! The word materialised before her eyes. It was in Liv’s scrawled handwriting, the familiarity of it bringing back several joyful memories. You were granted a comm charm! The words continued to appear as they had been written. We ought to meet for a wine sometime, or spend a bonding evening at an angel tavern. It’s been far too long. 

	Isabella grinned and replied, and the rest of her evening was spent sending messages back and forward to all the people she could think of who had such a charm.

	 


Chapter 10

	 

	Isabella began putting her proposal together for the Chief the next morning with the enthusiasm of a songbird heralding a new day. She cleared all the clutter from her desk and unscrolled a large piece of parchment before her. It lay there, brand new, empty, inkless, and full of promise. She took up her quill, dipped it in the inkwell, and hesitated. 

	The problem, of course, was that it had to be presented in a manner palatable to the Chief, and very little was palatable to the Chief. Least of all proposing something that would require more money than the Queen allotted the unit. First they would have to petition the Queen for a larger budget, and this was not going to go down well with either of them.

	She began instead by appealing to the Chief’s ego. A unit that stood out from all the other units based on their innovative investigation techniques would earn her a lot of prestige. She outlined the ideas she’d had yesterday, she gave case examples of ways science and doctors and financial records could have been used  to give them more information, she drew charts and graphs and diagrams and labelled them in painstakingly neat letters, and went through parchment after parchment until a whole stack was piled up, and all in all attempted to give the whole thing an air of organised professionalism that would appeal to the Chief’s desire for order and structure.

	A knock about mid-morning broke her out of her focus. “Come in,” she called.

	Theo entered, looking ever the impeccably-attired, solemn-faced guard. All the guards were expected to keep their uniforms up to a professional standard, but Theo always managed to look just a tad more put together, his tunic better ironed, buttons that much shinier, boots that much more polished. “I hope I’m not interrupting,” he said.

	Isabella put down her quill and stretched and wiggled her aching fingers. “It’s a welcome interruption, I could do with a break.”

	He approached her desk and glanced down at the stack of parchment.

	“It’s a new proposal for the Chief,” Isabella said. “I have so many ideas on changes we could make around here.”

	“May I?” he asked, nodding his head towards the stack.

	“Oh yes, please. Tell me what you think.”

	He took the stack and began reading, slowly flipping through page after page.

	Isabella watched him, drumming her fingers on the desk, eager for his opinions. He was silent a long time, and she made herself still her fingers and go to the window. She looked out at the guard’s barracks and waited for him to finish, growing ever more anxious the whole thing was rubbish. 

	“It’s exactly what we should be doing,” he said finally. 

	She exhaled, relieved. “Now if only the Chief shared that opinion.”

	He gave a rueful smile. “But we should be doing this sort of thing already. All the units in the city should. You know we only don’t because fast arrests make the Chief look good.”

	Isabella nodded. “I know. And there’s the chief problem.” She paused a beat. “As it were.”

	He laughed politely.

	She sighed. “Don’t favour me with a pity laugh.”

	“Sorry, Commander.”

	“Yes, the main problem will be getting the Chief to agree to it all. I plan to take it to her tonight. You know, at times like these I wish my debate skills were better. A true orator might have a chance of convincing her.”

	He nodded. “It’ll be tough. What will be especially tough after the budget issue…” his fingers flipped through the pages “….is that to implement these plans, the guards will have to take on a lot more responsibilities than we are normally given. She doesn’t believe we’re capable of that.”

	“No. We’re going to have to prove to her that you can do it.”

	He paused, and cleared his throat. “That’s kind of related to why I’m here, actually.”

	“Oh yes of course, what is it?” She’d forgotten he’d entered to ask her something in the first place.

	He tugged at his satchel straps, and looked around as though he weren’t sure how to start.

	Isabella was suddenly alarmed. He appeared quite anxious.  “Theo, what’s wrong?”

	“No no, nothing’s wrong, there is just I matter I would like to talk to you about.”

	She walked back over to her desk and sat. “Of course. Take a seat. Go ahead.”

	He pulled out a chair and sat opposite her, straightened his uniform and took a deep breath. “I’ve been working here for a decade now. I came here straight from the academy.” He spoke haltingly, his shoulders carrying more stiffness than usual. 

	“So you have,” she said, eyebrow raised. She’d not seen him this out of sorts since the last time the Chief had announced there would be a round of cutbacks.

	“Have you been satisfied with my performance in all your time here?”

	“Of course. I know I can always count on you. You’re the most competent and reliable guard in the unit, and you often go above and beyond. Theo, you are talking quite strangely. Is there a problem?”

	“No, there’s no problem. But, well, I suppose you’ve heard the commander of the 13th unit has been promoted to chief.”

	“Oh yes, so she has,” said Isabella. “Send her a note of congratulations from me, will you.”

	“Ah yes, all right, I will. Which means the 13th unit is looking for a new commander.”

	She looked at him expectantly.

	“I was thinking perhaps I would apply. I was hoping you would supply me with a reference.”

	Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You, Theo?”

	He tensed up defensively. “You did just say I was your most competent guard. I don’t see why I should not. I have experience, I do my job well, I know the ins and outs of all our operations. I know the commander’s job better than any of the other guards here, I follow you around all the time taking careful note of all that you do. I’m essentially your right-hand man. And these investigative aspects you keep trying to apply to cases, as much as you can.” He indicated the stack of parchment. “You’ve been doing things like this to the limited degree the Chief permits you for years. I’ve been paying attention. I believe I have an aptitude for them, too, and if I were a commander I would likewise be pushing for more innovative investigative strategies.”

	He had started uncertainly and grown more assured as he continued. He looked at her with more confidence now, and Isabella recognised the anxious expression from before. It had been a type of guilt, guilt that he was asking for something he wasn’t entirely certain he had the right to ask for. “That’s all very true,” she said gently. “But you were trained as a guard, not as a commander. They are two entirely different skillsets. One must lead, the other follow. You know how to carry out the action, not determine the action.”

	“I can lead, Commander. I know I can.”

	She smoothed down her tunic. She did not like to be harsh, but sometimes bluntness was necessary. “I haven’t seen an aptitude for leadership from you.” 

	“I’ve never been given the opportunity to show any.”

	“I’m afraid I simply don’t think your natural disposition is suited to the job.”

	A long silence stretched out between them. He held her gaze confidently for several moments before the uncertainty crept back in and he looked away. It was a struggle for him to stand up to her, and she respected the effort, but that it was a struggle proved her right.

	His head snapped back to her. “At least don’t be a coward about it. You can plainly state the real reason.”

	She pulled back, surprised at the bitter tone. Perhaps it wasn’t so much of a struggle as she had thought. “Excuse me?”

	“You mean I’m not naturally suited to it because I’m a man.”

	It was an accusation that had been building for some time, she realised. She saw the stiffness in his shoulders drain away as soon as he’d said it, saw his resolve harden.  She chose her next words carefully. “Theo, you know I hold you in high regard. I know you are capable of taking on more duties. But a man becoming a commander is taking it a little too far. It’s too extreme, even for you.”

	“There are no rules against men applying for the position of commander.”

	“And yet, it is not done.”

	“I do not see why that should be.” 

	“You know why. It’s not the natural way of things. The Goddess blessed men and women with different gifts. To men she gave physical strength, that you might serve in our infantries, guard our walls and patrol our streets, and build our cities. To women she gave intellectual strength, that we might govern our people, command our armies, rule our courts, and impart our philosophies.”

	 “You do not believe the line should be so clearly drawn. You’re just parroting the Chief.”

	She gave a small nod of acquiescence. “No, I don’t. I’m well aware men can use their minds and women can use their brawn if they are in a role that requires it. Still, roles that do not come quite so naturally to us as they do others should not be the primary duty of our jobs. And the Chief… well, she would have a lot more to say about it in rather more harsh terms. She would say men are too irrational to take on a leadership role. Too driven by anger and rage. She would say you are too naturally susceptible to violence and reckless impulsivity, to giving into the chaos of your brutish nature.”

	His jaw tightened. “And does any of that describe me at all?”

	He was right, of course, it didn’t. Theo was perfectly rational and level-headed. But what he was suggesting was too radical. “I believe there is a lot to criticise with that school of thought, certainly. I know many an intelligent man, and certainly I have met some stupid women. And yet, there is some truth to it. As you said, you’ve been on this job for a decade. You see the brutish nature of men first-hand every day. They murder, fight, and constantly fly into violent rages. They use their physical strength to intimidate those weaker than them. A tavern full of men can turn into a brawl at the slightest provocation.”

	“Women murder too. Why, just yesterday there were two murders that may have been perpetrated by women.”

	“Yes,” said Isabella. “But it is much rarer. You know this.”

	“And all that is still besides the point. What other men are like has nothing to do with me. What about what I’m like? You know me. You know my character. Why am I being grouped in with people who are not me instead of evaluated on my individual nature?”

	“I understand it’s frustrating. I’m sorry, I really am. But it is just not the way. It’s best we stick to our natural roles.”

	“I find myself at quite a loss as to how you can say such things. It limits you, too, you know.  You like to duel. It seems to come quite natural to you, even. You train your muscles and your physical prowess every day. You hold your own against violent thugs in the streets. If you can do that, why can I not do this?” 

	“It’s not the same,” Isabella said, sharply now. “I have to train ten times harder than you to achieve a fraction of the strength. I am at a severe disadvantage on the streets. If I come across a thug alone in an alley, what saves me is not my strength, it’s my badge, my position in society, the power I have to mete out consequences. If I did not have that power, it would be quite a different story.” 

	She paused and took a breath to calm herself. “Look, the natural way does not mean other ways can’t be done. If the role requires it we can adapt. Commanders and chiefs and generals of course must be able to fight, but it should not be our primary duty. And I do believe in you. I know you can do so much more. If my idea works, it will mean restructuring the way the entire unit works. Different positions, not just commander and guard, and the guards will be assigned to the ones they show aptitude for. There will be ranks you can work your way up through. You will have the opportunity to do so much more than just patrol the streets.”

	Theo crossed his arms and stared out the window, his disappointment plain. “If the Chief approves it — and that’s a big if — she would probably hire women to take on those roles.”

	“Well, maybe. The finer details haven’t been worked out yet. But I’ll advocate for you to get one of those positions.” 

	“But you won’t give me a reference.”

	“I’m on thin ice with the Chief as it is.”  She indicated her proposal. “One thing that enrages her at a time, please.”

	He stood stiffly, body tense and voice strained. “I see. Thank you for your time, Commander.” He bowed his head and left.

	Isabella leant her head against the back of her chair and stared at the ceiling. She felt awful, but it simply wasn’t the way. And even if she agreed it ought to become the way, better to start with small steps than expect Solistopians to accept a male commander so abruptly. That much, at least, she could do for him. She gathered up her proposal and made her way to the Chief’s office.

	 

	“Isabella,” the Chief greeted her. “I am happy to see you seem to be more your usual self today.”

	“I fear you may not think that for much longer.”

	The Chief gave her a steely look. “Please, no more of yesterday’s shenanigans. I don’t have time for it.”

	Isabella looked at the stack of parchment. She was eager to present it, but the conversation with Theo was still on her mind. He had been remarkably calm throughout it, even though a little anger in such circumstances would have been understandable. Because he was right, it was unjust, and anger ought to be expressed at injustice. She imagined how the Chief would have reacted if she ever found herself in the same position and almost had to laugh at the contrast. She would’ve been livid. “Chief, the commander of the 13th unit has been promoted to chief. They’ll be needing a new commander,” she blurted out abruptly, surprising herself. Fuck. She was going to go for it.

	“Oh yes, so she has. Have one of the guards send her a note, will you.”

	“Ah, yes, I have already. Chief, what do you think about Theo applying for the position?”

	“Hmm?” she said distractedly. “Which Theo? Theodora Senecio, you mean? Last I heard she was perfectly happy with her post in Rertgonia.”

	“No. Theodore Jaktus.” 

	The Chief stared at her as though she’d suggested they take a dip in a snake-infested swamp. Then she snort laughed. “Oh Isabella, is this one of your jokes I don’t understand?” She shook her head and dabbed the corner of her eye with a napkin. “A man as a commander, who could imagine such a thing.”

	“It’s not unheard of,” Isabella said tightly. “There is a unit in Orgezia with a male commander.”

	“Yes, well, the Orgezians, they’re an odd people. They also think pocketless attire is appropriate for women. You’re not seriously suggesting this, are you?”

	Isabella nodded.

	“But Isabella! Imagine a man trying to lead an entire unit. What if something didn’t go his way, and instead of thinking it through rationally, he gave into his natural instincts and simply flew into a rage about it?”

	Isabella refrained from pointing out the Chief’s own propensity for flying into rages. “We are talking about Theo, specifically. He is not prone to rage.”

	“Well, even if a man were capable of supressing his violent urges, there are the practicalities to think of. Commanders have a great number of responsibilities to deal with. What if a man found himself having to focus on multiple tasks at the same time? It would overwhelm him.”

	Isabella had to bite her tongue again at the Chief’s refusal to see Theo as an individual. She stared down at the stack of parchment. All her earlier enthusiasm had drained from her. The Chief was never going to approve it. She no longer had it in her to make her impassioned case. Still, she was here, and the work was here. The least she could do was show it to her. She laid the stack before the Chief. “There is a way we could ease Theo and the other guards into taking on more tasks. If you would take the time to read this and let me know your thoughts, I would be most grateful.”

	The Chief looked over the parchment and rubbed her eyes. She flicked slowly through all the pages.

	Where will the budget for all this come from? Isabella thought to herself, mimicking the Chief’s voice in her head.

	“Where will the budget for all this come from?” 

	Isabella sighed. She should have prepared better, or tried tomorrow morning when she felt more energised. “You will have to petition the Queen for a bigger budget.” She pointed at her budget plan. “I’ve estimated how much we would need here.”

	“But we would need to hire more women to take on these roles. The budget would need to be much larger than that.”

	“Or we could train the guards we already have.”

	The Chief’s eyes flicked up to her slowly. “I’m afraid not, Isabella. You have good ideas, but they are too costly, too unwieldy, too unconventional. Not to mention, everything would run five times slower. The wheels of justice would turn at the rate of a snail.”

	“But at least they would be turning in the right direction.”

	The Chief handed the stack back to her with a dismissive wave. “Things work perfectly well as they are now, as they have always been done. I don’t know where you’ve suddenly got this idea in your head that we’re arresting innocent people. The people we arrest are guilty as Satan.” 

	Isabella took a deep breath and tried to keep her calm. It was all right. She hadn’t expected her to go for it first try. She would try again tomorrow. And then again the next day. Change wouldn’t happen all it once. She turned to go. “Oh, one more thing, she said turning back. “There have been reports the Judge might not be so infallible as we have been led to believe.”

	Once more, the Chief looked at her in disbelief. “What in the world are you talking about now?”

	“The Judge’s verdicts. They cannot be erroneous, can they?”

	“The Judge is a divine being,” the Chief said. “Her sister is the Goddess herself, for goodness’ sake. Of course she cannot be wrong.”

	“Well yes, but her other sister is Satan herself,” Isabella said. “It doesn’t follow that familial relations mean one must be benevolent.”

	The Chief’s exasperation was plain on her face. “She’s not benevolent, she’s neutral. Impartial. Perfectly balanced between her benevolent and malevolent sisters. She cannot give anything but unbiased verdicts.”

	“Right,” said Isabella. “Of course. Just checking.” Something in the Chief’s tone made her stomach twist, and she could not shake the feeling the Chief was lying to her face. It was as though a layer of gullibility-tinged fog dissipated in front of her, a gut instinct taking sudden hold. The realisation of what this meant for the people who had stood before the Judge hit Isabella with the force of a gale. Innocent people were being sent to the deepest dimension, the worst level of all the hells, where they faced eternity upon eternity of soul-destroying torture.

	“Which reminds me,” the Chief continued, blithely unaware of the storm of emotions churning through Isabella. “First thing tomorrow morning, order Liam and Ezra to transport Cerys Neria to the Judge, would you. We need her cell for a turkey baster thief.”

	 


Chapter 11

	 

	Isabella left the guardhouse immediately and returned to her villa. She grabbed a bag and hastily threw in a jumble of supplies she’d need for the journey. Dried meats and fruits, flasks of water, clothing. And charms, she would need charms. A warmth charm would do nicely for the fear demon, but what in the world could she give Satan that would be enough to satisfy her? The communication charm was the most powerful charm she had, but still it seemed a paltry bargaining tool. She threw in a few extra illumination and speed charms for good measure. Still quite possibly not a good enough trade for Satan, but no matter, if it came to it she’d sneak or fight her way to the portal. 

	She rode back to the guardhouse, urging her horse on at a gallop, with only a brief stop at the bakery on Telemediua Street on the way. All the windows in the brick building were dark, but she banged on the door anyway. Upstairs, the faint light of a candle flickered on, shortly followed by the creaking of stairs.

	The baker opened the door rubbing his eyes. “What’s all this then?”

	“I do apologise, Agamedes, but it’s an emergency. I need half a dozen chocolate eclairs.”

	Agamedes pulled his night robe tightly around him and squinted at her. “An emergency situation requires half a dozen eclairs?”

	“That’s right.” Guilt itched at her for waking him, but it couldn’t hurt to add a little something extra to tempt Satan. 

	The baker nodded. “I understand perfectly.” He retreated into the darkness and returned with a small brown bag.

	She took it gratefully, and paid him twice the rate. “For waking you.”

	He smiled grimly. “Goodnight, Commander.”

	She returned to her office and went straight to her weapons rack. The Chief would be long gone now, and few guards were left in the building. Only the bare bones skeleton crew of the night watch remained, and they would not question her presence here. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for a commander to work long hours. She slung her swordbelt around her waist, chose a long rapier and sheathed it, strapped a dagger to her thigh, and slid a Vincerntia throwing star inside her boot.

	The frantic pace, the instinctual need for urgency, drained from her now, and for a time she simply stood there staring at the door. She was going to do it, there was no question of that, but she needed a moment to process it all. Nothing would be the same after this. She would lose her job, her status, her reputation. Her charms too, they’d all be revoked. And possibly even her life. She took a deep breath. Her resolve was firm. 

	She pulled open one of her desk drawers. A set of dungeon keys glinted in the shadows amongst the clutter. She scooped up the brass ring holding them and softly padded down the four flights of stairs to the cells, pulse racing all the way. 

	Nicobar was guarding Cerys this time. He was one of the newer recruits, usually bright-eyed and eager to impress. Now he sat cross-legged, slumped against the wall opposite her cell bars, eyes closed.

	“Ahem,” Isabella said, standing over him.

	His eyes flew open and he leapt up, tunic askew and hair in disarray. “Commander, I swear I only closed my eyes for a half a second.”

	“It’s quite all right, Nicobar.” She had to force herself to talk normally, her heart thumping so loudly in her chest she was sure he must hear it. “I need a moment with the prisoner. Take a break.”

	“If you’re sure, Commander.”

	She nodded, and he scurried off.

	Once he was out of sight, Isabella stepped up to the bars and eyed the bed inside the cell. In this shadowy light all she could see was a dark lump under the threadbare blanket. She took the brass ring of keys from her belt, sorted through them for the right one, and unlocked the cell. The bars slid open with creaks and shudders, and it was a wonder Cerys did not wake. Isabella tiptoed over to the bed and bent over the lump. “Cerys,” she whispered. “Wake up.” 

	The lump didn’t move. She reached down and shook her shoulder. “Cerys!”  

	A soft laugh echoed through the darkness behind her. She jumped and whirled around. Cerys stood in the passageway, languidly leaning against the wall, watching her efforts with a broad smile.

	“What in all the sexless hells.” Isabella looked down at the lump on the bed and tore the blanket off. Another wadded up blanket and a couple of pillows greeted her. She turned back and stared at Cerys. For one fearful moment, she thought Cerys might be about to lock her in, but she made no move to close the cell doors.

	“How?” Isabella demanded, stepping out of the cell.

	Cerys just grinned and pushed herself off the wall. She sauntered up to Isabella looking awfully proud of herself. “Come on, let’s get out of here. I wager Nico’ll be back in eleven minutes. I’ve timed him, it’s always eleven minutes.”

	“If you could escape, why did you stay here?”

	“Wanted to see if you’d come for me. Wasn’t sure you had it in you, to be honest. When they told me I was going to the Judge tomorrow, obviously I planned to break out tonight. But then I thought, you know what, I’ll just hang about a wee while to see if my Isy comes for me.”

	“Stop it. I’m not yours, and I’m not doing this for you.”

	“You quite obviously are.”

	“No. I’m doing this because my sense of justice won’t let me sleep at night if I don’t.”

	“If you say so.” She turned to go.

	Isabella grabbed her and pushed her back against the wall. “Hold on. What’s the exact plan here?”

	Cerys glanced at her bag. “You have payment for the demon?”

	She nodded. “A warmth charm.”

	“Good, he’ll like that. He’ll open a portal for us to Calamitadel. The one in the graveyard of the 11th Church will take us right to Dēsiccātum Square. It’s like the central square of Calamitadel, there’s a lovely market there every morning. From there it’s an easy enough business. We walk through the city to the top of Virulentus Valley. Satan’s palace is at the bottom of the valley. We go there and make our appeal.”

	“Satan will actually allow us into her palace?”

	“Oh yes. I told you, she’s taken a liking to me. She’ll grant us an audience at least, though I can’t promise she’ll let us use the portal.”

	Isabella exhaled and glanced over her shoulder in the direction Nicobar had gone, her heart still racing like a galloping mare. “All right.”

	Cerys smiled, eyes brimming with excitement. “But first tell me, is this the most corrupt thing you’ve ever done?”

	Isabella glared at her. “Let’s be clear here, I am not breaking you free. You will be in my custody the entire time, and you will not be freed unless the Goddess confirms your innocence.” She reached for her manacles.

	Cerys scoffed and pushed her away. “Don’t be ridiculous.” She turned and strode down the passageway. 

	Isabella raced after her. “I’m serious, Cerys, this can only happen if you’re in my custody the whole time.”

	Cerys whirled around on her, hair whipping against her face. “Isabella, you absolute plumehead. Don’t be utterly stupid. You’re the one who needs me now. You wouldn’t last two seconds in the underworld without me. I know my way around Calamitadel, I know how to stay safe there, I know how to deal with the demons, and I can get you in front of Satan. I won’t do any of that if I’m bound.” Her eyes blazed into Isabella’s, then she turned and was off again.

	Damnit. Isabella ran to catch up. “All right, no manacles. But I’ll have my eye on you the whole time. You’re still a prisoner.”

	Cerys just gave her a weary look and pushed the door to the stairwell open. “Come on, we can’t dilly dally around here shouting our plan for all to hear. By the Goddess’s seven girlfriends, it’s like you’ve never escaped from anywhere before.”

	They hurried up the stairs to the first floor. Cerys cautiously pushed the door open and checked for the night watch. It was empty, and they slipped through. Isabella put a finger to her lips and led her through the dark guardhouse. A noise up ahead, and they stepped back into the shadows. They waited there, silent, backs pressed up against the cold stone, waiting for the guard to pass. 

	Cerys was close now, right behind her, her hand lightly grazing Isabella’s arm. The faint scent of jasmine flowers wafted over, and Isabella wondered how she could have gotten her hands on perfume while she’d been imprisoned. The first twinge of misgiving pinged at her. This was too foolhardy. Cerys was too slippery, too untrustworthy for it to work. 

	A guard passed, humming and rhythmically patting his thigh, and disappeared into the darkness. They slipped out again.

	“Isn’t this exciting?” Cerys whispered, her breath tickling Isabella’s neck. “I’m getting quite the thrill. Aren’t you thrilled? This must be the biggest rule you’ve ever broken. Are you feeling the adrenaline?”

	“Shhhh.” 

	Isabella looked back down the corridor, saw no-one, and pulled Cerys around the corner. 

	Where they collided head on with Theo. 

	He stared at them. 

	Isabella stared back. Neither of them knew what to do for several long seconds.

	“Hello, Theo,” Cerys said cheerfully. “How’s your night going? Ours is quite exciting.”

	“Theo,” Isabella said, sharply elbowing Cerys in the ribs. “I was just transporting the prisoner to a more secure location.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “At this hour?”

	“That’s right. Are you questioning me?”

	“Actually, yes, I am. I know for a fact she’s to be transported to the Judge at dawnbreak.”

	“All right, look Theo.” She exchanged a glance with Cerys. Then she told him everything.

	He listened carefully, and when she was done she held her breath and waited for his reaction. 

	Theo was not a rule-breaker, he would stop them, take them to the Chief. Her hand inched towards her scabbard, and she wondered if she had it in her to duel him on this. Man or not, it would be two against one. 

	But duelling with Theo, no, she couldn’t. 

	Cerys nudged her. “Bribe him with something. That’s what I always do. What does he want?”

	“Oh.” She shifted uncomfortably. Her eyes flicked to Theo, and she looked away again quickly. “No, that would be the wrong way to go about it. I won’t give you a reference as a bribe.”

	He nodded. “I’d never accept a reference given under such circumstances.”

	Cerys looked between the two of them in disgust. “Ugh. The pair of you are so boringly virtuous I want to puke. Really Isy, you’ll break a dastardly brilliant and dangerously crafty prisoner out of the dungeons but you won’t give the poor bloke a damn piece of papyrus? Wow.”

	Isabella looked at Theo apologetically. “Sorry. Are you going to tell the Chief?” 

	“No.”

	She breathed a sigh of relief.

	“I want to come with you.”

	“What?”

	“I want to fight for justice as much as you do. That is in my nature you know,” he said, struggling to keep the bitterness from his voice. “The whole time I’ve been a guard, I’ve always wished there was more we could do to ensure justice is served. It’s part of who I am. If you’re right about the Judge, she must be stopped.”

	“It’ll be dangerous though, far more so than anything we deal with here. In the underworld we won’t be protected from the demons by the angels. We might be captured. Tortured. We might not ever come back. We might die.”

	Cerys rolled her eyes. “She’s being a wee bit dramatic. I come back from the underworld all the time.”

	“I’m prepared to take that risk,” Theo said.

	“And you’ll certainly be ruining your chances of ever getting a promotion. If we do make it back, we’ll probably both be fired.”

	This gave him more pause, and he took some time considering it. “I’m still doing it. It’s the right thing.” 

	“All right.” She exhaled. “All right. Let’s go.”

	They stole their way out of the guardhouse and crossed the city streets towards the graveyard of the 11th Church of the Goddess.

	“Don’t you need to contact the demon?” Isabella whispered as they trudged through the grass.

	“Already arranged,” Cerys said. 

	Isabella pressed her lips together, another twinge of misgiving pinging at her. When this was all over, she was going to figure out the ways in which Cerys worked.

	 

	 

	The graveyard was faintly lit by starlight, the dark shapes of the headstones jutting out of the ground against the looming façade of the church. There was no sign of the demon.

	“They’re always late,” Cerys said. 

	Isabella looked about her. It was eerily quiet save for the rustling branches of the trees. A light breeze made them sway this way and that, shadows of leaves flitting over the tombstones. Theo kept close by her side, and Cerys jumped up onto a tombstone and swung her legs. 

	She stood still and pulled her cloak tightly around her. Then it came, a wave of fear washing over her. She swallowed. It wasn’t real, just a demon essence. She turned and found herself facing the fear demon.

	“Finally,” Cerys said, jumping off the tombstone.

	The demon stared at her from sunken eyes, his face withered and grey, and held out his pincers. “Payment.” It was a barely articulated growl.

	Isabella shook off the fear essence pulsing through her. You could do it if you focused, remind yourself it wasn’t real, and push it from you with your mind. She grasped around in her bag and pulled out the miniature sun. 

	The demon swiped it from her hand and tucked it under a skin fold, then squatted and wiped his pincers on the grass where they’d briefly touched her skin.  

	He stood up and turned to the tombstone Cerys had been sitting on. Those awful guttural, discordant sounds flowed from his mouth as he began the incantation, a clashing screech of howling chords. Isabella supressed the urge to cover her ears.

	A blue, swirling light appeared in the centre of the tombstone, and suddenly they were all bathed in light. She blinked and shielded her eyes. The light expanded quickly, and the demon stepped through without looking to see if they were coming. Cerys followed him without hesitating, and in an instant both were swallowed up.

	Isabella gaped at the spot they had just been. There one minute, gone the next, before she’d even had time to process what was happening. She turned to Theo. “You really sure you want to do this?” 

	He took a deep breath and nodded. They faced the open portal, linked arms, and stepped into the vortex.

	A force ripped them apart immediately, and Isabella was all alone, tumbling, falling, the air wrenched from her mouth. She could see nothing. A thunderous sound boomed in her ears, and she was catapulted downwards, arms flailing around for something to grasp. Nausea overwhelmed her, and she thought she might vomit. Her vision came back a second before she hit the ground, just in time to see it rushing to greet her. She hit hard dirt with a thud and yelped, a sharp pain soaring through her body. She could already feel where it was going to bruise. 

	Smoke and shadows swirled around her. She pulled herself upright, squinted towards them, tried to make out the shapes. She called for Theo and Cerys. No sound came out. That same sense of isolation she’d felt in the demon tavern swept through her, only now it was 100-fold stronger. It bore down on her like a concrete blanket, suffocated her, made her lungs ache. The knowledge that she was the only human, no, the only living creature, in the entire world, forced itself into her mind, imprinted the truthfulness of it on her. Everyone else was gone, vanished, and she was all alone. No humans, no animals, no angels nor demons, it was only her in the whole wide world, and the loneliness of it crushed her soul. 

	She stumbled upright and took a few shaky steps. She tried to call for Theo again, then Cerys, and this time the sounds came, croaky and frail. She was breathing in quick, shallow breaths, her chest so tight she was sure suffocation was imminent. She collapsed back to the ground and tried to breathe.

	Someone was calling her name. The sound was dampened, muffled by a thick cloud. She looked in the direction it came from. Theo’s silhouette materialised a few feet from her and the bulk of her panic evaporated. She wasn’t alone.

	She scrambled over to him and grabbed his arm. “Where did you go?” 

	“I was right here, where did you go?”

	Another figure took form in the smoke. Cerys crouched in front of them, staring at them with an intensity that made Isabella draw back. Her face was cold, her mannerisms entirely changed. “You just experienced hell’s greeting,” she said calmly. “It’s a bit of a jolt, going from the second plane to the third. A lovely few moments of intense fear. You get used to it.” Her voice was cold too, devoid of its usual lively tone. 

	Isabella blinked up at her and realised they were far less alone than she could have imagined. They were surrounded. By dozens of people, perhaps as many as thirty. None were demons. They were bony figures dressed in tatters, all looming over her and Theo with dull, blank expressions. She took a deep breath. Dead humans. 

	They crowded further in, and Isabella shrank down as much as she could. One bent towards her, locked his eyes on hers, and began hissing in demon tongue. 

	“No,” Cerys said. “Not yet. We’ll do it in the hole.” 

	Isabella felt Theo’s hand grasp for hers and squeeze it. 

	“Cerys,” she said, “what the fuck is going on?” The words swam out heavily, as though she were under water.

	Cerys smiled at her. Her smile, too, had undergone a transformation. There was no mischievousness behind it, no playful teasing, no allurement. It snaked across her face like a sinister ghoul. “It’s not the demons you have to worry about in hell, Isy,” she said. “It’s the humans.”

	 


Chapter 12

	 

	The scraggly group of humans clustered around Isabella and Theo. They crowded in closer, heavy air pressing down as they moved in, pushing a claustrophobic weight on top of them. Isabella wanted to leap up, push them away, seek fresh air and open skies, but her limbs were heavy as stone. She scanned their faces. Weathered and beaten skin stretched thinly across sharp bones, and they peered back with dull eyes shrouded in death. 

	Their clothes were tatters, their skin so gaunt it was almost translucent. She caught the gaze of another of the scrawny figures for a moment and held it, grimly fascinated with the utter lifelessness in his eyes. Not one glint of vitality could be found in them. 

	Or perhaps there was a glint, she thought as she kept looking. A spark lighting up in the midst of the deadness. The faintest flicker of rage, dulled, dampened, sputtering like a candle struggling to light, and cloaked by death, but there. She tore her gaze away and inched closer to Theo. He, too, was looking around in confusion.

	Cerys still watched them intently, crouched as though she might pounce at any moment.

	“What do you mean?” Isabella asked her. 

	A gust of wind sprang up and Cerys brushed the tangled hair from her face. “You ruined my moment, you know.”

	“What?”

	“You were supposed to fall for the angel trick. Believe you were taking a portal to the overworld, and then find yourself here instead. The effect would’ve been so much better. Imagine believing you were about to experience one of the heavens and instead finding yourself trapped in one of the hells. It was supposed to be, what’s the word? Like the same thing as the mousetrap, but without the mousetrap.”

	“Analogous,” Theo croaked out.

	Isabella stared at her.

	“But you didn’t fall for it.” Her forehead creased. “It’s not the same this way, doesn’t completely blindside you like I wanted, and I really liked that parallel with the trap, you know? Ah well, it will have to do.” 

	“I don’t understand.”

	Cerys gave a sigh of exasperation and patiently explained. “So, you’re like the mouse, right? The promise of passage to the Goddess, to the overworld, that was the cheese. The underworld is where you’re trapped, and these people surrounding you? They’re the spikes on the metal bar, only they’re about to inflict a fuckload more pain than the actual spikes did.”

	Isabella closed her eyes. “No, I get the analogy Cerys. Who are these people?”

	“You don’t recognise them?”

	She opened her eyes and looked at them again. Dozens of agony-etched faces bore into her. She shifted back and shook her head. 

	“An unsufferable insult. You mean so much to them, and them, nothing to you.”

	Beside her Theo squirmed, and Isabella squeezed his hand. That pervading sense of despairing isolation still gnawed at her, and their hands clasped together at least drove the loneliness back a little. 

	“These are the people you’ve sent to the underworld over the years,” Cerys said. “Not here, this is only the first level of the underworld. This is paradise compared to there. They were sent to the deepest dimension, the one you condemned them to when you sent them to the Judge. They are tortured there for eternity, only today’s a very special day for them. They’ve been granted special access to the first level just to meet you.”

	Isabella looked at them again. Perhaps she would have recognised their lively, healthy faces, but these death masks looked like nothing she had ever seen before. 

	Cerys shifted in closer. “They want to give you a little taste of their suffering, you see.”

	Isabella reached for her sword. Her scabbard was empty. She glanced at her boot. The throwing star was gone too.

	“Mete out your own eternal torture.”

	A chill swept by.

	“One eternal torture for each of them.”

	She could smell burnt flesh.

	“Perpetual pain at the hands of those you’ve wronged.”

	“All right, I’m getting the picture, Cerys, you don’t have to keep explaining.”

	“Everlast— oh.”

	Isabella pulled herself up and tried to ignore the dead eyes fixated on her. “I came here to right those wrongs. How will torturing me achieve that?”

	“It’s much too late for those wrongs to ever be made right. You cannot undo what you’ve done. Now there is only vengeance.”

	Distant sounds registered in Isabella’s ears now, sounds beyond their huddled cluster unlike any sort of city sounds Isabella was used to. Howling winds. Rumbling thunder. Agonised cries. Hissing incantations.  

	“There never was any portal to the Goddess, was there?” Isabella said.

	“Oh yes, there is. But Satan would never allow you to use it. She couldn’t even if she wanted to.”

	“Let me try. Maybe it’s too late for the others, but it’s not too late for you. If we stick to the original plan, you can still be saved.”

	Cerys shook her head. “It’s impossible. That portal only opens for Satan. Even if you could get to it, it would never open for you.”

	“Cerys,” Isabella said quietly, “I came here to save you. You have to let me try—" 

	The last thing she saw before everything went black was the bottom of a boot coming up to meet her face.

	 

	 

	* * *

	 

	 

	She woke in darkness and wrenched her eyelids open. Everything was heavy here. Her head pounded and her throat ached for water. The darkened room swam blurrily around her, faint shapes gradually taking form. Her hands were tied to a pole behind her, and she yanked on the restraints. They held tight. She twisted her head around. A figure slumped against the other side of the pole. “Theo?” she whispered. 

	No reply. He appeared unconscious. She tugged on the rope some more, but it only made her shoulder ache and burned her wrists. She leant her head back against the pole and tried to gauge what sort of knot they’d tied the rope with.

	The room came into focus several minutes later. It wasn’t really a room, she realised, more like a hollowed-out underground slum. Crumbling dirt walls. Some rickety furniture, all of it falling apart. The smell of decay. A slither of light underneath a far door.

	Several feet away lay a mousetrap, the body of a long-dead mouse trapped inside, half of it already rotted away. One eye still remained, and it stared right at her, unblinking. She closed her eyes and tried to will away the pounding in her head.

	Theo stirred sometime later. She felt him move behind her and twisted her head around. ”You all right?”

	He grunted. “Marvellous. You?”

	“Just dandy. How’s your head?”

	“Pounding like a stevedore.”

	A distant howl sounded high above them, somewhere far above the dirt ceiling. They fell silent and listened.

	“Did you recognise any of those people?” Isabella asked when all was quiet again.

	He coughed, and took a few moments to clear his throat. “I was too drawn in by those awful eyes to notice much else. But I think, maybe, yeah, if you put nice haircuts on them and proper clothes, cleaned them up a bit, they might be familiar.”

	“Yeah,” said Isabella. “Yeah.” She felt him squirming behind her. “You trying to untie your restraints?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Been trying for ages. All it got me is rope burn.” Isabella thought back to all those faces staring at her and grasped back into the depths of her memory. “There was one guy,” she said after a while. “The one in the charred red tunic with a scar across his throat, I think I might remember him.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Maybe. The cases blur over the years, but I do remember the first murder case I was ever assigned to. It was my third week as Commander, seven years ago. I’d only had to deal with robberies and public nuisances up till then. Then a man was murdered in a tavern. I think the throat scar guy might’ve been the one I arrested.”

	“Did you think he’d done it at the time?”

	“I had no idea. It was my first case. I just went along with what my mentor said I should do. I assumed she knew best.”

	“You were doing your job,” Theo assured her. “You didn’t have any other option.”

	“It didn’t even occur to me there might be other options. I was told all the signs pointed to him by people who had decades of experience on me. I trusted what they said.”

	More howls came from above now, piercing screeches that started loud before the winds whisked them away. They lapsed back into silence. The mouse kept staring at her. 

	Cerys entered hours later. She had changed from the typical Solistopian style of dress to long trousers, sturdy boots, and a weathered leather jacket over a plain shirt. Her dark hair looked as though a hurricane had swept through it, and her face was cold and sullen. She crouched in front of Isabella and stared at her with solemn reproach.

	“I risked everything for you,” Isabella said. “And this is how you repay me.”

	“Too little, too late. There is nothing you can do that would make up for condemning innocent people to eternal torture.” 

	“I was trying to put a stop to that. Change things. I fought for you.” 

	“Not hard enough.” 

	Isabella wet her lips. Her voice was croaky, her throat so dry it hurt to talk. “What are you going to do now?”

	“Nothing. I’ve done my part, I delivered you. Now they’re going to make you experience their eternal torture one by one. That’s thirty-seven eternal tortures if my counting’s correct.”

	Isabella shifted on the hard floor. It was impossible to find a comfortable position. “I was doing my job.”

	She snorted in disbelief. “To you it was a job. To us, it’s our lives.”

	“At least let Theo go then. It’s me they want.”

	“Theo was alongside you all that time too, just doing his job. He belongs here.”

	Isabella thought of all those dead souls staring at her, not even capable of making accusatory faces anymore, or barely any sort of expression, just there, staring. A terrible bile rose in her gut. “Are they really all innocent? All of them? You’re telling me that every single time, I sent an innocent person to the underworld?”

	Cerys paused. “Well, no,” she admitted. “Not all. Some of them absolutely did it. But…” she shrugged apathetically “…those folk are murderers and just as thirsty for vengeance as the rest, so they’re perfectly happy to torture you.”

	A shadowy figure emerged behind her now. Isabella blinked. It was him, the one she thought she’d recognised. Had he just come in, or had he been there all along? He was silent as the grave, still staring at her in that deeply unsettling way. And there was a demon with him, a type she’d never seen before.

	“Here’s Kaeso now,” Cerys said. “To start you off.”

	Kaeso inched closer from his crouched position until he was beside Cerys. She wrenched her gaze away from his dead eyes. The demon hovered behind. 

	“This is a viscera demon,” Cerys said. “He’s going to make you live through everything Kaeso had to. You don’t have to worry about not remembering anymore. It will be part of you.”

	The demon took two silent steps towards Isabella. The hissing of the incantation began, and a long, skinny finger with a sharp claw unfurled towards her. She shrank back the little she could. 

	It was a cold shock, the viscera demon’s touch. The tip of the claw landed on her forehead for only the briefest of moments, the smallest touch it was possible to give, yet its impact was intense. It sent a sharp chill through her and flooded her body with sudden dread. Nausea spilled up inside her, and even as she was reeling from it, the room swirled before her and disappeared. She shut her eyes to make the swirling stop, and when she opened them again it was broad daylight.

	 


Chapter 13

	 

	Sun shone on every surface. Isabella raised her hand to shield her eyes from the glare, or would have, but quickly discovered her hand would not move. A cacophony of noises surrounded her,  banging and clashing, heavy thuds, people shouting. Disoriented, she tried to look around, but could no more do that than she could move her hand. She had no control over her body at all. Panic gripped her, but it had nowhere to go. Her insides tightened like a vice, suffocating her, yet she breathed freely. She was moving, even, perfectly at ease, walking back and forward between a wheelbarrow and a great pile of concrete slabs. 

	She watched in stunned astonishment as she heaved a slab onto the barrow. Attempting to take control, move an arm, a leg, wiggle a finger, yielded nothing. She was unable to so much as blink of her own accord. Something else was controlling her movements, and she was utterly powerless to stop it. 

	It wasn’t her body. The realisation came quickly, though she couldn’t look down to see it. She knew her body, and this wasn’t it. She was too tall, the ground too far down, her gait entirely changed, her centre of gravity in the wrong place. Everything was off-kilter. If the body hadn’t been controlling itself, she surely would have stumbled. She was struck, too, by how much stronger she was. She lifted slab after slab of concrete and hefted them onto the wheelbarrow with far greater ease than she would have been able to do herself. This body seemed to have been injected with a great surge of power.

	As a commander, she trained every day to increase her strength and combat skills, but she’d never come close to achieving this sort of strength, and she marvelled with each twist and turn of the body how differently it worked.

	The head tilting downwards gave her a brief opportunity to glimpse it. Sweat glistened all over a body she did not belong in. It was broad and muscular and unwieldy, and it was wearing men’s clothing. 

	The body turned and wiped its brow, and she glimpsed the spire of the 7th church beyond a wall. Relief flooded through her. She was back in Solistopia, an entire plane of existence away from the underworld, Cerys, and dead souls hellbent on torture. Men were all around her, lugging building materials around. When the body turned back the other way, she saw rows of scaffolding. 

	The relief was short-lived. As soon as she tried to speak the panic flooded back and suffocated it. She was trapped, powerless and voiceless, doomed to do whatever this body did and said.

	“Kaeso!” a voice shouted. A woman’s voice, stern and impatient. “Hurry it along, you’re falling behind.” 

	Her mouth opened, and words she had not spoken fell out of it. “Yes, boss.” It was a man’s voice, deep and sonorous, the sound of it startling her.

	The woman was right in front of her now. “KAESO,” she shouted. “Are you channelling a snail? Get a move on, sundown is not two hours from now.”

	She tried to look behind her to see who the woman was talking to, even as she understood the woman was talking to her. Trying to move independently was still automatic, futile though it was. Her mouth opened and more involuntary words came out. “I’m working as fast as I can.” The deepness of the voice jolted her again.

	The forewoman moved on to bark orders at another of the labourers, and the body continued its work.

	“Hey Kaeso,” one of the men called out. She felt her head twist towards the voice. A rugged, weather-worn man with a ruddy face performed the same task several metres away.  “Off in daydream land are ya.” He laughed, a booming, cheerful sound, and rubbed a stocky arm against his face. A smudge appeared on his reddened cheek. “The boss’ll have your guts for garters if you don’t saddle up.”

	“Hah,” she heard herself say, again in that unfamiliar voice. “What do I care if she does, I’ll tell’er exactly what I think of her.”

	The man scoffed. “You’d never stand up to her.”

	“Worry about yourself, Jed,” she called back. “One more reprimand and you’ll be fired.”

	“’Least then I’ll have time to finish building my bird habitat.”

	Kaeso laughed at that, though Isabella didn’t understand why. Then the two fell quiet again when they noted the forewoman was drawing near. 

	The wheelbarrow full now, she picked up the handlebars and trundled it across the building site. Fascinated, she wondered where she was going. She turned a corner and set the barrow down. There was a clear view of the street from here, and she recognised the restaurant on the opposite side. Sesenna Street, she knew it well. She turned and caught another glimpse of the scaffolding, and this time took note of the half-constructed architecture. Blimey. They were building the Night Flower Theatre. She’d been inside it for its grand opening several years ago, seen the first play it had ever shown.

	The next couple of hours was a rhythmic process of loading the slabs, wheeling them to the site, and unloading them. Mindless and monotonous, though it did feel good to keep up this steady pace of moderate activity. The strangeness of doing it in the wrong body never went away, but gradually the unfamiliar settled into the familiar, she got used to the different rhythm of its walk, and she was at least grateful to be in Solistopia. 

	The forewoman was never far, she walked along scaffolding and peered down at them, surveyed their every movement, strode amongst them and shouted constant reprimands. It was not long before Isabella felt indignant on Kaeso’s behalf. He was working just fine, all of them were, but this woman would not stop barking orders. She wanted to stand up for herself — him — but she could only do and say what Kaeso had done. Time and again, she heard herself simply mutter, “Yes, boss,” and put her head down, and she wanted to give Kaeso a sharp elbow nudge and tell him not to be so spineless.  

	She was drenched in sweat and her skin — Kaeso’s skin —  was going to have a painful sunburn tomorrow. She listened into the conversations around her and gleaned as much information as she could, learning several of the men’s names. There was Jed, apparently a good friend of Kaeso’s, who had a wife and six kids and had moved to Solistopia from Orgezia, and spent his days on an ever-enduring quest of procuring items for his bird habitat, and there was Callum, a bachelor who grew up here in Upper Cattug, and Ishe, a foreigner from Ysaria, a small island in the eternal seas who constantly muttered under his breath about the strange ways of Viatanesians. 

	A bell rang at sundown signalling the end of the workday, and a smattering of cheers went up amongst the workmen. Isabella put the barrow down and felt the exhaustion in every muscle of Kaeso’s body. She wiped her brow and looked around. All the men were surging towards the labourer’s quarters and she found herself swallowed up amongst them, moving along with the crowd, into a rickety old room with cracked benches where they all tore off their sweat-drenched tunics and switched on the overhead showers to cleanse themselves of the day’s work. 

	A naked man was a sight as foreign to Isabella as the fiddler’s bizarre clothing, let alone dozens of them at once. She had to look where Kaeso had looked before, and it seemed Kaeso liked to take the occasional discreet peek. She bore it with mild curiosity and amusement, and filed the whole thing away as an educational experience. 

	“Kaeso ya gobshite, let’s get out of this dump,” Jed said with a clap on her shoulder once they were dressed and preparing to leave. “How about the Rusty Horseshoe on Wergon Row?”

	“Aye, could do with some tucker,” she heard herself say. “Let’s get outta here.”

	The Rusty Horseshoe was a regular tavern for neither demons nor angels, filled with men and women from Lower Cattug, including many of the men she’d been working with. It was dimly-lit and smoky, but the barkeep sold alcohol humans could drink and food they could eat without spurring up a longing for death. Labourers and merchants, coach drivers and servants, dockworkers and streetsweepers sat at the tables and refreshed themselves after an exhausting day with raucous chatter and generous steins of ale.  

	Kaeso’s glance around the room gave Isabella a brief glimpse of a demon, but he was the only one in here and he kept to himself in a shadowy corner. A havoc demon, the brief glimpse allowed her to note. She and Jed ordered two steins and took them to the courtyard outside. The last thing she felt like was sitting inside a crowded tavern after the sweltering day of physical work, even with the heat of the day waning, and Isabella was relieved to find they were going outside.  

	They took a seat in the courtyard and talked and laughed and drank for a while, Isabella still trying to get used to this strange experience of listening in on a conversation she was part of, one that was certainly not meant for her ears. She sat with one arm slung against the back of the chair and legs wide apart, and strange words constantly spouted from her mouth that were rough and coarse and she laughed heartedly at things that were not amusing in the slightest. 

	Many a crude word was said about their forewoman in vexation, and though Isabella agreed with the sentiment of it, the curses coming out of her mouth made her inwardly wince. 

	Cursing, as the angels said, was a wonderful tool for creative expression and an even better tool for having something to shout when you stubbed your toe, but to use them to insult a person was a different matter entirely. Perhaps it was justified, sometimes, but certainly it was not something that ought to be undertaken lightly.

	“All’s I need is a speed charm,” she heard Jed say.

	Oh good, Isabella thought, the conversation had moved on from the forewoman.

	“I would put it in the water pump of my birdbath and create a little fountain for them. The bluejays in particular would adore that.”

	“Sometimes I just wanna wring the bitch’s neck,” she heard herself say. Kaeso, apparently was still stuck on the forewoman. She winced again. Why were they so sure Kaeso was innocent? He carried plenty of anger towards his boss inside him, she could feel it running through his veins.

	“I know buddy, I know,” Jed said. He reached out and put a hand on Kaeso’s shoulder. “But you gotta chill your blazers about that. No use gettin’ het up about her. It’s like when Hetty visits my habitat and bosses all the other birds around. You remember Hetty?”

	Kaeso took a swig and grunted. “Yeah, I know Hetty.”

	“But the other birds just let her do her thing, strut about like she owns the place, splash water everywhere, get first dibs on the nest materials, let her puff her lil’ chest out, wait till she leaves and then all the rest of them have their fun. Everybody’s happy.” 

	“I’m not happy,” Kaeso said.

	“Everybody what’s a bird is happy.” He took a swig of ale. “Look, getting aggravated and pissin’ her off won’t do you any use at all. You’ll never be approved for a charm if she don’t give you a good report.”

	“Never be approved of one anyway. Neither of us would. I dunno why you hold onto everlasting hope of a charm. You’re dreamin’ if you think the enchantresses will ever grant you one.”

	Jed’s cheery face crinkled. “They gotta at some point. My birds would be so happy if I could get that fountain to really flow properly. And I’m an upstanding subject in all the ways, how could they not.”

	“Hah,” Kaeso said. “Some of the ways.”

	“Definitely at least half of the ways.”

	Several steins of ale later, Isabella heard herself announce she had to use the privy. She was tipsy, but surprisingly much less so than she would have thought, considering the amount of ale Kaeso was pouring down her throat. In her own body, she would be singing shanties and sending express messengers to former girlfriends by now. 

	She stood and went to the lavatories.  The tavern was louder and more crowded now, and she bumped into someone as she made her way through it. A screech and a hiss, and she turned to see the havoc demon jumping away from her. His face twisted into disgust as he brushed off his shoulder where they’d bumped, and he scurried back to his table. One of the other men they’d been working with all day had joined him, and they sat huddled away in a corner table. Isaac, she thought she remembered the other men calling him.

	Instinctually Isabella wanted to keep watching them, see what they were up to, but Kaeso continued making his way through the crowd. From her peripheral vision it looked as though Isaac was sliding a music charm across the table. She tried to turn to them, but Kaeso did not, and she wanted to scream in frustration, lash out at the demonic force that held her trapped in the wrong body. 

	She arrived at the privies, Kaeso taking her past the women’s and into the men’s. The room had cracked and filthy urinals, scrawlings all over the walls, a pervasive smell of urine in the air. One stall was occupied, and she could hear two men inside fumbling with their zippers. She went to one of the urinals, and ignored as best she could what Kaeso did at it. 

	When she entered the tavern again, the atmosphere had significantly changed. It was mostly empty, and the few who were left had stopped their jovial chatting and singing. Shocked silence flooded the room, from one stunned face to another.

	“What’s happened?” she heard herself say.

	A barmaid pointed silently to the courtyard. She raced out, and felt the strangeness of the body hit her all over again. Men ran so differently. 

	A crowd had gathered around her and Jed’s table. Almost the entirety of the clientele was there, clustered in thickly, gazing down at something. There were gasps of horror and shocked exclamations. A few people retched.

	Dread settled in the pit of Isabella’s stomach. She pushed her way through the crowd, shoved people out of the way until she burst through to the front. A cry of anguish emerged from Kaeso’s throat.

	Jed lay on the ground, a knife in his chest, blood spilling out everywhere, staining the dirt a deep red. She ran to him and crouched down, though Isabella’s instinct was to look around the crowd for the perpetrator. He must be amongst them.

	But Kaeso had no such thoughts. She cradled Jed in her arms and looked down at his ashen face. The cheeriness in his eyes had faded, and though he breathed still, it was shallow and gasping.  “Jed, who did you this to you?” 

	Jed opened his mouth. Blood trickled from it, a slow stream of deathly red. He tried to speak, but only a gargle came out. His eyes glazed over, he took one last shuddering breath, and then he died in her arms. 

	Shrieks and gasps from the crowd. Confusion abounded, and she could hear people leaving, footsteps racing in different directions. But she couldn’t look, she couldn’t jump up and stop the murderer from getting away. She could only do as Kaeso did, stare at the body and shake him, her desperate screams for him to come back piercing the air. 

	Then she became aware of the noise from the crowd quieting, a gradual hush falling over them, enough to hear the sound of approaching boots. 

	”The City Watch is here,” someone shouted.

	The crowd parted, and Isabella looked up and saw herself.

	 


Chapter 14

	 

	She was younger. More fresh-faced, yet she still looked intimidating in her commander’s uniform, the tunic and cloak with its City Watch insignia, the scale armour, the longsword hanging in her scabbard, her expression hardened and accusatory. 

	Isabella almost had to laugh at it, because she remembered now, she remembered what it was like when she first started. She hadn’t felt intimidating at all, she’d felt like a child pretending to be a grown up. She remembered practicing stern faces like the one she bore now in the mirror before her first day so people would take her seriously.

	It didn’t make her look tough at all, she realised now. It made her look unempathetic and cold.

	“He’s dead, my friend is dead,” she heard herself say. “You gotta get the fucker who did this.”

	“That’s your knife, isn’t it,” she answered herself.

	Kaeso’s head turned to the knife sticking out of Jed. She’d had a knife in her boot all day, she’d been able to feel it, and she realised now it was no longer there. When had it disappeared? She couldn’t remember. “I don’t understand. I have no idea how it got there.”

	“Mhmm,” she answered, tone dismissive.

	She looked up at herself and saw she had already decided Kaeso was guilty.

	Kaeso glanced around at the crowd. “They know it wasn’t me,” she said. “I was in the privies.”

	She watched herself look around at the people gathered. “Is that true?”

	Shrugs and murmurs. Vague protestations of nobody knowing anything, nobody saw anything.

	Isabella could feel the panic rising in Kaeso’s body. It was a heady feeling, experiencing someone else’s panic. There was nothing she could do to alleviate it, she could not so much as take a deep breath. He breathed in short, fast gasps, and frustration flared once more over her powerlessness. She wanted to shout out to him to stop, to breathe; she could feel the stress his quickened heart rate was putting on his body. “What? No!” his voice said. “It wasn’t me. I was in the lavatory! There are witnesses, go and ask them!”

	“I saw Kaeso going to the privy,” one voice said.

	“You see! You see!” she cried.

	“He left the courtyard, and only a moment later there was a terrified scream, and we all rushed outside to find Jed lying on the ground.”

	It wasn’t her panic, but she felt as though it was, felt Kaeso suffocating from the terror rising in him like a wave about to crash.

	“How did your knife get inside the victim if it wasn’t you?” she asked herself, her voice unforgiving. 

	“How would I know. Some bastard must have set me up.”

	She was hauled up by strong arms and looked to the right and left of her.  A younger Liam and Ezra held her firm. She struggled in their grasp. “It wasn’t me,” Kaeso kept protesting. “I swear by the Goddess it wasn’t.” 

	But she wasn’t listening. She was barely even looking at him. 

	A second woman appeared beside herself now and looked at Kaeso just as accusatorily as the rest. There was a face Isabella hadn’t seen in years, and the sight of her brought a million memories rushing back. Antonia Lars, her mentor. She’d picked Isabella out of the academy to personally train. Isabella had looked up to her so much, hung on to every word she said, thought her a goddess in mortal form. She’d had a crush on her in fact, and had believed every word she uttered.

	“Men are slaves to their brutish nature,” she heard Antonia murmur under her breath to her younger self.

	She watched herself nod in agreement. Heard Kaeso try once again to protest his innocence.

	Antonia looked at her — at him — as though his words were nothing. She tossed a pair of manacles to Liam, and gave him his orders: “Leash the beast.”

	The injustice of it all rose up and exploded through her veins. She struggled to understand how they could dismiss him like this, how what he had to say was of no consequence to them. 

	She looked down at the scene one last time before she was hauled away. Jed lay there, all the life drained from him, motionless in the dirt. Scuffled boot prints were all around him. As Liam and Ezra dragged her away, that last image burned into her brain, a final death tableau.

	 

	 

	* * *

	 

	 

	She lay on the bed in the dungeon of her own guardhouse and stared at the ceiling, in a cell she’d flung so many prisoners into over the years. The bed creaked with every movement, and the blanket was threadbare and itchy. She thought it probably had lice, and she didn’t understand why Kaeso didn’t throw it off him. She shuddered underneath it. 

	The injustice of it all was infuriating. Just the sheer, utter injustice. She knew, of course, that being accused of something you hadn’t done was unjust, but she had never felt it before. The feeling crawled under her skin and took root in her veins. It spread through her, seething, eating away at her, and she wanted to cry out in rage. Why wouldn’t any of them listen to her? That her words could hold so little weight was a shock to the system. 

	It wasn’t just her younger self and Antonia, it was the forewoman too. She understood now why Kaeso and all the other men responded with little else but “yes, boss.” There was no point saying anything when she gave fuck all about their opinions.

	The way Antonia had looked at Kaeso burned into her. The way she’d spoken about him. Isabella had never seen that side of her before. Except she had, she’d been standing right next to her.  She’d chosen not to see it. The way she, herself, had barely looked at him at all. She wanted to punch herself for it. 

	And she’d been lied to, she was mad about that too. She’d always been told she was a good commander, but she was struggling to see how. There was so much more she could have done. A whole tavern of witnesses, of potential suspects, had been there. She should have questioned all of them.

	She kept replaying the events of the last few hours over and over in her mind. Lugging the concrete. Walking to the tavern. Laughing and joking with Jed. Jed, with his round reddened cheeks and crinkly eyes. Tears pricked at her eyes. Kaeso’s tears, but they felt like hers too. 

	Seeing his lifeless body. Cradling it in her arms. Staring down at that last scene as she was hauled away. That last image stayed in her mind, and she stared at it over and over and over, sure it was trying to tell her something. She thought back to seven years ago, tried to remember it from her own perspective. 

	She remembered now, seeing it had brought it all back to her. She’d approached the dead body. Seen the knife. Heard Antonia tell her to arrest Kaeso. She’d looked down at the body. Seen that same image of them. 

	She stared at them from both herself and Kaeso’s perspective for a while, her brain whirling. They’d both seen it. Jed’s limp body, the dirt all scuffed around him. There had been a struggle. Boot prints all over the dirt, blood seeping along the dirt. 

	Not just boot prints though. A hoof print.

	Her eyes flew open. 

	Or would have, if she could have controlled them. 

	The demon bumping into her. Had the knife in Kaeso’s boot disappeared before or after that? She furiously tried to remember, cursing herself for not paying more attention. It had been odd, certainly, that a demon had put himself amongst a group of people so crowded incidental touching could not be helped. 

	The cell bars creaked open. Kaeso sat up. It was herself, coming to see him. She wanted to yell out that the havoc demon had done it, but she couldn’t, could only do what Kaeso had done. She heard him protest his innocence again. Saw herself take no heed. “You’re going to the Judge,” her younger self told Kaeso.

	She yelled it out, screamed it in her head, and the room whirled into a blur again. The cell fell away and she was wrenched back to the underworld, tied up with Theo, Kaeso staring at her with those dull, dead eyes. 

	He spoke for the first time now. “Screaming to come away before you get to meet the Judge, I see. If you can’t handle this, I dunno how you’re gonna handle the deepest dimension.” It was the same voice she had been speaking with for the last few hours, but aged and raspier, etched with years of torment. 

	She opened her mouth, grateful to be able to talk as herself again, and tried to yell out what she’d seen. Nothing came out. Her eyes widened in panic. She was still voiceless. She was screaming inside her head, but she could make no sound. She tried to signal with her eyes, and he looked into them and saw only that she was tormented. He smiled the faintest smile, a strange expression on that tragic face, and the viscera demon unfurled his claw again. “No,” she screamed inside her head. Her silent screams were futile, she was already tumbling back to the cell. 

	Liam and Ezra were slapping manacles on her. They hauled her up. “To the Judge we go,” they said.

	“I didn’t do it I didn’t do it I swear by the Goddess I did not do it.”

	“That’s what they all say,” said Ezra.

	“’cept Marcus,” do you remember him Ezra? Weird fella, pretty proud of his work.”

	“Oh yeah, Marcus,” said Ezra as they dragged Kaeso along. “He were a dag, weren’t he. Giggled all the way to the Judge’s chamber.”

	They had reached stairs. Isabella knew them well. A winding spiral staircase that began on the dungeon floor and went down and down and down, into the depths of the world. Every step closer to the Judge’s chamber. 

	Liam and Ezra continued their chatter all the way down. It bounced around the walls like mocking echoes. There were no lamps in this stairwell, so Liam carried a lantern. Its shadow flickered around in quiet whispers. 

	 They came to the bottom of the stairwell. Before them was the door to the Judge’s chamber, the door that separated this dimension from the next. Liam took hold of the great brass knocker and knocked. The sound echoed around the small space in a great clanging, and the door creaked open. 

	This was as far as Isabella had ever been. Each time, she would knock on the door, wait for it to open, and push the prisoner into the space that opened up. A space she could not enter, it existed for the prisoner only. She’d never glimpsed what was inside; it was not for her to see. Then she would turn and walk back up the stairs, her job done. 

	This time, she was the one shoved through. She turned and watched Liam and Ezra and the only light disappear as the door closed with a thud of finality. Darkness closed in on her and she leapt forward to tug it open again, but where the door had been there was now solid wall. She stared down at Kaeso’s fingers frantically scraping at it, searching for a door knob, a way back to the second plane, felt the fear coursing through him. 

	There was a presence behind her. Slowly, she turned. 

	A cloaked figure on an elevated chair gazed down at Isabella, all of it shadowy darkness except two glinting blue-greyish eyes. 

	“Kaeso Cypria,” the Judge said, her voice indifferent. Bored, even. “You stand charged of the murder of Jed Sellic. What do you say?”

	Even if she’d been able to speak as herself, Isabella would have been struck dumb. The Goddess’s sister, right in front of her. Two steps forward and she’d be able to grasp her cloak. But there was nothing to her, really, she could see so little. Sense so little. Her presence felt like a kind of nothingness, not benevolent, not malevolent, just vaguely there. 

	“I didn’t do it.” Kaeso’s voice trembled.

	The blue-grey eyes peered down at him, regarding him with bland apathy. Terror stretched across his face, Isabella could feel it on his skin. An eery silence saturated the room, so quiet it made the thud of Kaeso’s heart loud as thunder. After several moments, the Judge drew another breath: “Liar.”

	“N—” Kaeso began. It was too late. The Judge stood and opened her cloak, and her belly itself opened with it, and revealed the deepest dimension. Isabella saw into the depths of the deepest hell, and she screamed so hard the scream burst from her caged voice, though Kaeso had not screamed.

	Instantly, she was whirling back to the first level of the underworld. “I think it was Isaac,” she blurted out, her voice freed by the scream, before they could say anything.

	Kaeso blinked. “What?”

	“Isaac, you worked with him years ago. Building the Night Flower. He did it. He killed Jed.”

	Kaeso stared at her. “What,” he said again, blinking several times in confusion. 

	“He was paying a havoc demon right before it happened,” she explained breathlessly, words spilling out even as she tried to get her bearings back. “Then there were hoof prints in the dirt amongst all the human ones. I think he paid the demon to kill Jed.”

	Kaeso rocked back on his heels, muscles twitching on his gaunt face. “Isaac. Damn.”

	He looked back at her, and his eyes sparked with distinct rage this time. “How come you didn’t figure that out back when it mattered?”

	She had no answer for that. “I’m sorry. I should have. I failed you.” She’d thought she knew what it was to feel guilty before; she hadn’t. The guilt she felt now was a tidal wave of remorse and shame. 

	Behind her, Theo was screaming and thrashing in an unseeing state, and she felt guilt-ridden about that, too. He wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for her.

	Cerys crouched next to Kaeso now, peering at her curiously.

	Isabella gulped for breath. “Cerys, all I want to do is put right what I’ve done. Let us out of here and we can still stick to the original plan. Get me to Satan, then to the Goddess, and I’ll get justice for you. You’re right, it’s too late for them.”

	Kaeso mustered up a look of indignation.

	“But not for you.” She looked at Kaeso. “I am so very sorry that it is too late for you. But let me prevent what happened to you happen to Cerys.”

	Cerys shook her head. “Not possible. I don’t know how you ever believed it could be. The portal will not open for you. And more than that, it goes against the very laws of existence. A live human cannot visit the Goddess.”

	Theo screamed behind her again, and she grasped for his hand, her fingers brushing over something sharp in the dirt. She picked it up and traced the shape of it. A broken demon claw. Several inches long and sharp as a blade. “But it exists, you said. Satan and the Goddess use it to visit each other. That’s true, right?” 

	“Yes,” said Cerys. “And only Satan can use it. It won’t open for anyone else.”

	“We don’t know that if we don’t try.” She drew the claw across the rope binding her wrists. It was awkward work, angling her fingers at the right position without dropping the claw, but she felt the first threads of the rope spring apart. “I’m sure Satan wouldn’t ever really permit us to use it, but there must be a way to trick her.”

	“You’re being ridiculous. Trying to do the impossible. Satan cannot be tricked. This is just a desperate attempt to escape.”

	Theo’s screams had turned to incoherent mumblings now. 

	“He’s coming back,” Cerys said to Kaeso. “Go get the viscera demon to give him another dose.”

	“Wait,” Isabella said. She leant forward, inched herself closer as much as the rope would allow, and pulled Cerys’ attention back to her. “What if it could be done though? Wouldn’t it be the ultimate con job you ever pulled off? The ultimate feather in your cap. You’d be instantly renowned the world over as the most infamous con artist in existence, the con artist who tricked Satan herself.” The rope was easier to cut from this angle.

	For a moment Cerys hesitated, a spark of interest in her eyes. Then she shook her head. “No. You can’t trick me that easily. I’m not you. You saw into the depths of hell and now you’ll do whatever it takes not to be sent there. Don’t pretend you’re on some redemptive mission. You’re just trying to save yourself. Well, you can’t. You’re going to the deepest dimension.”

	“All right,” Isabella said, nodding to herself. “You can’t be tricked. But you can be punched.”

	“Huh—” was halfway out of her mouth when Isabella struck her, a forceful fist to the face. She leapt up. Cerys did too, hand clutching her cheek. Kaeso stared dully up at the both of them, unmoved by this turn of events.   

	“That hurt, you ignorant plumehead,” Cerys yelled. 

	Isabella swung at her again, but Cerys was ready for her this time and blocked it, her hand tightening around Isabella’s arm, strong fingers pressing into her skin. She threw her own punch, and it caught Isabella on the cheekbone. She stumbled back. Cerys came at her again and kicked her square in the chest. She doubled over and fell, hands grasping for the rope that had held her captive. She turned a second before Cerys leapt on her and kneed her in the gut. With a groan and some colourful cursing, Cerys tumbled off her and gasped for breath. Isabella scrambled to her feet. She pulled Cerys up, slammed her face first against the pole, and swiftly bound the rope around her.

	“This will do you no good,” Cerys yelled, cheeks reddening in anger. “You’re still trapped in hell.”

	Isabella ignored her. She crouched down and untied Theo. He muttered something under his breath, looking at her with glazed eyes. “You all right?” she whispered. 

	He gave a dazed nod, and she helped him to his feet. “We have to get out of here.”

	Kaeso stood at the door. He had watched the whole thing go down without a word. “Kaeso,” she said, speaking with that commander’s voice she had practiced oh so long ago in the mirror, “you’re going to stand aside and let us leave. We’re going to the Goddess. We’re going to put things right.” Not that she was worried he posed too much of a threat. He was so frail it looked as though a poke to the chest would topple him. 

	“It’s too late,” he said. “What’s done cannot be undone.”

	“Isaac is still free. I’m going to get back to the second plane and get justice for you.”

	“I’ll still be dead.”

	“Yes. But you will have been avenged.” She reached out her hand and clasped it on his. “Kaeso, please. Let me do this so that what happened to you doesn’t happen to others.”

	He stared down at her hand and seemed to freeze in place.  He made no move to stop them, just stood there, perfectly still, staring at their joined hands. 

	“He’s touched starved,” Theo whispered. “Everyone is here. I guess for him it’s been seven years.”

	Isabella looked back at his gaunt, pallid face. Drew him towards her and wrapped her arms around him in a long embrace. Then she pulled back, opened the door, and she and Theo hurriedly made their escape.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 15

	 

	They spilled out onto the street and caught their first proper glimpse of Calamitadel. Opportunity to see it before had been lacking, what with vengeance-obsessed humans and boots to the face, though Isabella supposed they must have been in Dēsiccātum Square when they came out of the portal. She had noticed it had been dusk at the time, and it was dusk again now, as though no time at all had passed. 

	A desolate cityscape sprawled before them. Rows and rows of crumbling, debilitated buildings as far as the eye could see, rising and falling on the hilly terrain, some nothing but rubble. Small fires burned here and there, spirals of smoke ascending to the ever-darkening clouds, clouds that were so low-hanging and heavy it seemed as though they might fall and crush them at any moment. All of it cast in the dying light of dusk.

	Blackened, burnt out pits filled the areas devoid of buildings, and howling winds screeched around them, whipping debris about their faces and inciting the flames to burn brighter.

	The road was more of a dirt track than the smoothly-paved streets Isabella was used to.  She and Theo hurried along it, up a slight incline, taking care to avoid the cracks and holes and jagged broken rocks jutting out all over the place. No lanterns lined it to guide the way, though the fierce hellfires provided an extra light source.  

	The air was sluggish and smelled of thick sulphur that made them cough, and Isabella found she could not move so quickly, so swiftly as she normally could; her limbs were like lead. A cloak of heavy desolation weighed her down, and she forced herself to push through it, thrust herself forward in a sort of half-run. Next to her Theo bore a look of grim determination as he too pushed through it.

	The wind did not help, it battered against them and howled angry wailings in their ears, and Isabella felt rage well up inside her at having to fight a battle just to walk up a hill.

	Worried the humans were following them, she glanced back periodically and breathed a sigh of relief each time. The road behind them remained deserted.

	The road ahead was too, at first, until the silhouette of a demon appeared in the smoky atmosphere. It loped towards them with the tell-tale lopsided walk of a rage demon. Isabella took a deep breath. Other than the viscera demon, this would be their first encounter with a demon who was under no second plane restrictions, no order of angels to prevent them harming humans. Her hand itched for her sword, and she cursed Cerys for taking it. 

	As the demon approached, her muscles tensed in preparation to fight, her eyes darting this way and that in search of anything that could be used as a weapon. She tried to remember a rage demon’s weaknesses, and immediately forgot everything the angels had taught her. 

	She need not have worried. The demon gave them a wide berth as he passed, even going out of his way to cross to the other side of the street, so far that he sidled up against a disintegrating wall bordering the swampland beyond. Avoiding them as though they were the threat. 

	She and Theo watched him curiously. He clambered over a pile of broken stones, stumbling his way across, though there was clear road beside it. There was no need, really, for him to have gone so far out of their way, but he seemed to prefer navigating his way through the rubble than come closer to them. He put his hand against a part of the wall that remained standing to steady himself and swivelled his head to an unnatural degree behind him. They locked eyes briefly. He nodded and murmured something in demon tongue, then continued on. She watched him go. He climbed out of the piles of stone, dusted himself off, and loped on. 

	“Good afternoon,” said Theo.

	“What?” 

	“That’s what he just said.” 

	“Oh.” She paused. “How do you know?”

	He shrugged. “I’ve picked up a few of the basics here and there. You know, from encountering them on the job and such.”

	They continued their battle with the wind up the hill, crested it, and began the downward slope. Some of the building fronts had filthy, cracked windows, and shadowy shapes moved about inside them.  Piles of junk littered the floors, and in each one a demon or two sifted through the clutter.

	Theo was gazing around at all of it in fascination. “I think they’re shops,” he said.

	They stopped outside one of the grime-covered windows and peered inside. A havoc demon was in there, flinging previously ordered piles every which way around the room. A broken wooden crate lay in her way, and the demon tripped over it. It burst into flame and Isabella jumped back. They hurried on.

	The road remained mostly deserted, with only the occasional demon sighting and now and then a human. The humans, though, they were not like them. They were dead souls who aimlessly wandered the broken streets. Isabella’s pulse raced at the sight of each one, scanning their faces for any who had been amongst Cerys’ group, sure they were about to be kidnapped again. But they didn’t so much as glance at her. They were apathetic beings, devoid of the energy it would take to do anything at all. 

	The relief of demons and humans alike keeping their distance soon gave way to an aching loneliness, and the cloak of desolation pressing down on Isabella grew heavier.

	“Do you know what, I reckon this is their idea of good manners,” Theo whispered.

	“What is?” Isabella whispered back. No-one was within earshot, still, it seemed as though they ought to whisper.

	“Giving us as much space as possible when they pass. Demons don’t like anyone being close to them. They believe in having a lot more personal distance than we do. To demons, coming close to someone means you mean to do them harm.” 

	They came to a fork in the road and stopped. “We need to find out where Satan’s palace is,” Isabella said. She pulled her cloak tightly around her against the relentless wind and looked around. A lone misery demon loitered by a rubbish can spilling over with junk and she decided to take a chance. 

	“Excuse me,” she said, taking a step toward the demon. She was dressed in a patchwork robe of greys and browns, a cockroach the size of a cat perched on her shoulder.

	The demon took a step back. 

	Isabella stopped herself, and stepped back to her original spot. “Sorry.” She attempted a disarming smile. The misery demon frowned, and Isabella quickly dropped the smile. “Could you tell us how to get to Satan’s palace?”

	Milky eyelids slid across the demon’s eyes in a slow blink as she ran her gaze up and down Isabella. Tendrils of misery swirled towards her, and Isabella folded her arms tightly across her chest, wondering if she hadn’t made a big mistake. Again she looked about for a weapon. Her eyes fell on a nearby broken pane of glass.

	Theo saw her looking and gave the smallest shake of his head. 

	The misery demon stroked her cockroach and considered Isabella’s question. Then she pointed a spindly arm down one of the rocky paths. “Keep going straight till you come to the swamp. Then left, past the first precipice, until you come to the eastern crater. Turn left again onto Satan’s road, from there it’s straight down Virulentus Valley to the palace. If you come to Colin’s fiery pit of despair, you’ve gone too far.” 

	Isabella exhaled, the tension draining from her body. “Thank you.”

	The misery demon scuttled away, and she and Theo turned down the path she had indicated. 

	“You know, you could have asked her if she spoke Viatanesian,” Theo said after a pause.

	“What? Why?”

	“It’s a little rude to just assume she would.”

	“But I don’t speak demon tongue,” Isabella said. “I couldn’t have spoken to her in it.”

	“No, but you could have at least asked her if she spoke Viatanesian instead of taking it as a given.”

	“Oh,” said Isabella. She gave him a sidelong glance. It was unlike him to be irritable and short with her, and she ought to reprimand him for the subordination, but the divides of rank seemed less important here. He looked tired and beaten, and she didn’t know what the viscera demon had put him through. She let it go. 

	They hurried on, still occasionally glancing behind them to check none of Cerys’ humans were following. Only a few shadowy figures were about, and each time she worried they might be more vengeful humans, then relaxed when it turned out they were only demons. 

	The winding road they were on began to slope downwards, and they walked more freely now that the threat of Cerys and the humans were long behind them. They talked at regular levels, and greeted passing demons by giving them plenty of space and nodding their heads. Never with smiles, though, they had quickly learnt a smile would always be met with firm disapproval. 

	You got used to the dark, depressive cloak shrouding you, Isabella realised. It wasn’t so bad if you simply ignored it, pushed it away and thought of better things. 

	They crested another hill and gazed downwards. A barren valley stretched before them, steep and rocky, its depths concealed by thick mists. For a brief moment, the mists parted and black turrets emerged far below. Isabella tugged Theo’s cloak. “Look—”

	That was as far as she got. In the next moment, a hand shot out and covered her mouth, firm and suffocating, her arms flailing in protest as she was dragged away. She struggled against the body gripping her in a captive embrace, shouted muffled cries at Theo, and struck her elbow back into her captor’s ribs with precise force.  

	A grunt of pain accompanied by muttered cursing. A second hand gripped a handful of her hair and dug sharp fingernails into her scalp, yanking her head back. The faint scent of jasmine flowers drifted by.

	Cerys. 

	She hauled Isabella into an alley, threw her back, and drew her sword. Isabella righted herself, narrowly avoiding falling onto a small mountain of clutter, broken crates haphazardly piled up and filled with rotting food. 

	Theo appeared an instant later and charged at Cerys like a bull. She swiftly turned and held him at bay by swordpoint. “Against the wall, both of you.”

	Reluctantly, he backed into it and held his hands up. 

	Cerys’ eyes darted back and forth between them, her dark pupils pinpricks of glimmering triumph. “Not bad for a first escape attempt, I must say. Much clunkier than my own, of course, and really quite unsophisticated.” She gingerly touched the spot on her face where Isabella had struck her. “But really not bad for a first time.”

	“Cerys,” Isabella said cautiously, keeping her tone calm and balanced, all the while looking around for another broken pane of glass, or jagged crate piece, or anything that would be useful at all. “I never wanted to hurt you. I regret that it had to happen that way.”

	“The cheek of you,” Cerys said. “To say that while you’re literally looking for something to hurt me with.”

	Bugger. Isabella held her hands up in surrender and stood perfectly still. 

	“I don’t take it personally,” Cerys said with a dismissive wave. “You’re allowed to want to attack your kidnapper. What I want to know, however, is what in the name of the Goddess’s seven girlfriends are you two fools doing all the way down here? Leisurely wandering down Virulentus Valley in broad dusklight? Any demon could devour you.”

	Isabella and Theo looked at each other in confusion. It was odd, surely, for her to show concern for their welfare. “You said it wasn’t the demons we should be afraid of,” Isabella ventured.  

	Cerys gaped at her as though she’d suggested they take a stroll through a plague-infested crowd. “That was just a thing I said because I rather liked the sound of it. Of course you should be afraid of the demons, you absolute plumehead.” 

	“They’ve been quite friendly, actually. In their own way.”

	“You’ve been extraordinarily fortunate then. A voracia halfling lives in the valley caves. What were you thinking?”

	Isabella took a small step forward. “Why do you care? Not half an hour ago you couldn’t wait to send us to eternal damnation.”

	Cerys raised her sword and pressed Isabella back against the wall. “And I was planning on dragging you back to continue that process.”

	"But?” Theo cautiously offered.

	She looked at both of them warily, running a lengthy eye over them as though trying to figure out some inexplicable deception. “But I must admit, you’ve surprised me.”

	“Why?” Isabella asked. “We’re only doing what I said we would. Going to Satan’s palace to get to the portal.”

	“As soon as I untied myself — terrible binding skills by the way, a goir knot, really? Any toddler can get out of that one — I went to Dēsiccātum Square to recover you. I assumed that’s where you would have gone. That smug dolt and her little doltling—”

	“Hey,” Theo managed.

	“—surely won’t still want to go on a fool’s errand to the portal after my little eternal torture surprise, I thought. No, you’d be trying to barter your way back to the safety of the second plane.” 

	“No,” said Isabella. “I meant it when I said I want to put things right as much as I can.” 

	She tightened her grip on the hilt. “That was clearly the talk of someone trying to get themselves out of a sticky situation. You were tricking me into letting you go.”

	“Not everything people say is a trick.”

	A sharp gust of wind blew by, shrieking its piercing shriek. A spider the size of a weasel scuttled across the ground. In the distance, an explosion briefly lit up the storm-heavy clouds.

	Cerys brushed her hair from her face. The wind had transformed her dark locks into a chaotic mess.

	Isabella reached into her pocket. Cerys started forward, pressing the tip of the sword against her chest.

	Slowly, Isabella pulled her hand from her pocket and held it up. She unrolled her fist and held her flat palm before Cerys, revealing the item she’d retrieved.

	Cerys’ gaze flicked to her hand. A hair tie. She looked back up at Isabella, mistrustful eyes trying to guess her game. Another gust of wind hurtled past. She hesitated another moment, then gave a small nod of gratitude and accepted it. She stepped back.

	Isabella rubbed the spot where the sword had pressed into her. “I also meant it when I said a con artist who manages to trick Satan would go down in history as the greatest con artist who ever lived.”

	Cerys kept the sword steadfastly pointed at Isabella as she deftly tied her hair back with one hand. “I told you it isn’t possible. We can’t just waltz into her palace and sneak to the portal.” 

	“I should’ve thought that sort of thing is exactly what a master con artist can do.”

	“You’re really serious.”

	“Of course.”

	“You’d be condemning yourself to something far worse than eternal torture. You’d be making Satan herself your immortal enemy. Eternal torture is nothing compared to Satan’s ire.”

	“Well if that’s the case you might as well let us go. If we’d be condemning ourselves to something worse than the punishment you had in store for us. You don’t have to be involved.” 

	The corners of Cerys’ mouth twitched upwards at this, before she remembered herself and her expression morphed back to a glare. “Do you even have a plan?” 

	Isabella had to admit she did not.

	“It’s still in formation,” Theo said, coming to her aid.

	Cerys looked between the two of them and shook her head. “I suppose you thought you could shout ‘look, over there!’, and sneak past her while her back is turned.”

	“We’ll think of something,” Isabella said. “First we just have to get to the palace and scope things out.”

	“I’ve told you, it can’t be done. Getting into the palace itself isn’t the problem, if you had an invitation. I could certainly wrangle one of those for you. But from there you’d have to get past Satan’s sentries, all the way through to the entrance of the portal chamber, and then you’d have to get past the guards to the portal chamber. They’re Jaukontrolēt. Huge beasts of unbeatable monsters who will not let anyone in there except Satan. Forget taking them by sword. You could only get past them if they believed you were Satan. And to trick a Jaukontrolēt into thinking you’re Satan, you’d have to…” she lowered her sword a little now and began to pace back and forward, thinking hard. “You’d have to do more than merely look like her. You’d also have to sound like her, smell like her, taste like her—” 

	Isabella raised an eyebrow.

	“—and feel like her.” She halted her pacing and stared, eyes widening in the dusky light. “Yes, a full disguise in every sense, that just might fool the Jaukontrolēt. But then after all that, even if we made it inside the portal chamber, it wouldn’t open for you, or any of us. We could chant a million opening incantations at it and it would all be for nought. It senses her essence, you know, Satan’s. So unless you were somehow carrying Satan’s essence…” she looked at Isabella sharply, cogs clearly turning in her mind. “It wouldn’t open. And that is utterly impossible. Pulling off an impossible job like that, tricking Satan herself…” her sword fell to her side, and she stared off into the distance, eyes gleaming like lanterns now. “It would be the greatest achievement of my entire life.”  

	Isabella and Theo exchanged a glance. “Again, I’m not asking you to be involve—”

	“No,” Cerys said, holding her hand up. “The greatest achievement of my life to date.”  She broke out of her reverie and stared at them. “By the Goddess, I’d go down as the greatest con artist in history.”

	Isabella rubbed her face. “Yes, I already pointed all this out to you, if you cast your mind back through the foggy mists of time to about an hour ago. But Cerys, this is my mess to clean up, not yours.”

	Cerys wasn’t listening to her. She was off in her own world, her excitement steadily growing. “Imagine, me, the first live human to ever sneak into the overworld.”

	“Now hang on a minute.” Isabella stepped in front of Cerys and put a halt to her spirited pacing. “It would be me doing all of this, not you.”

	Cerys sheathed her sword and looked doubtful. “Let’s think about that for a minute. I’m the expert in this sort of thing, a master of disguise and trickery and lies. You’d never be able to pull it off. It should be me.”

	“No. Absolutely not. This is my mistake to fix. And who knows what sort of shenanigans you’d get up to in the overworld.”

	“All I’d want do there is meet the fourth girlfriend. But fine, this is your mess. Of course, I’ll still be the architect behind it all. The mastermind.” She gave Isabella a stern look. “It counts as my achievement.”

	“You’re jumping leagues ahead,” Isabella said. “We haven’t agreed to work together.”

	“You’ll never be able to do it without me. Wouldn’t even get inside the palace.”

	“But we can’t trust you.”

	Cerys shrugged. “True. You’ll just have to take the risk.”

	Isabella turned to Theo. “We can do this without her.” 

	“First I’ll take you to a safer part of Calamitadel. There’s a safehouse I can use,” Cerys continued, still half away in her own world.  “And from there we can flesh out this plan.”

	Isabella laughed. “We’re not going anywhere with you. You’d just take us back to the humans, or lead us into another trap.”

	“All right, fine. Go down to the palace and knock all plumehead-like on Satan’s door like a pair of dim-witted mugs. Let’s see how that turns out for you.”

	A boom of thunder rolled across the clouds. The first drops of rain began, thick and slow and splattering on the ground in thuds.

	 “You said it yourself,” Cerys said. “Not everything everyone says is a trick.”

	Isabella held up her arm to shield herself from the rain. “But everything you say is.”

	“What’s this safehouse?” Theo asked.

	“A demon couple who will hide you in their home. I do business with them sometimes. A bit grumpy, but they won’t hurt you.”

	The rain grew heavier, their clothing fast becoming drenched. Lightning flashed across the skies, it’s golden beam a brief reprieve from the omnipresent greys.  

	Cerys wiped the water from her face. “Look, yes, I was hellbent on getting revenge before. I was angry. You were going to send me to the Judge.”

	“I saved you from being sent to the Judge!”

	“Nonsense, I saved myself from that.  I didn’t believe you were serious about redeeming yourself. But if you are, I want to help. And you can’t do it without me. So your options are either come with me, go to the palace and dive head first into Satan’s wrath, or just return to the second plane and forget it all. Which is it to be?”

	Isabella certainly wasn’t ever going to trust Cerys again, but she pretended to consider it as fresh rolls of thunder echoed around them.

	“Don’t take too long,” Cerys said. “The worms will be coming out soon.”

	“Where are all the people who were so set on torturing us?”

	“They’ll be wrenched back to the deepest dimension soon.”

	Another wave of guilt washed over her. She had to get Cerys away from them and to the portal as soon as possible. “Return our weapons to us and then show us this demon house,” she said, hoping it would be enough to get Cerys to leave. To her surprise, Cerys immediately agreed.

	“Stay put,” she said to them. “You don’t want to go wandering off around here, trust me. I’ll be back soon.” She vanished from the alley as quickly as she had appeared, leaving Isabella and Theo to stare after her fading silhouette. Once it had been swallowed up by darkness, Theo turned to Isabella. “She may very well come back with the humans. Or worse.”

	“I know,” Isabella said. “Of course we’re not going anywhere with her. I’m still going to the palace.”

	Theo raised an anxious eyebrow. “But Commander, she was right that we don’t have a plan. How would we get inside?”

	“First I’m just going to scope it out,” Isabella said. “I’ll walk the perimeter and find out what I can, then I’ll come up with my own plan.”

	“It’s a big risk.”

	“Yes, one that I must make.” She looked up at him. He was soaked through, hair plastered to his face, water streaming off his clothes in spades. “But you don’t. Go back to the square and ask a demon how to get back to the second plane. You don’t need to be involved in any of this.”

	“That’s out of the question. I’m staying with you.”

	“Theo, this is a personal mission for me. I’m doing it because my soul will not rest if I do not. But I know we will most likely die. Don’t sacrifice yourself for my sake.”

	He shook his head, his expression set. “I made up my mind when I decided to come to Calamitadel. I won’t leave you alone here.” 

	She stepped out of the alley and looked down the valley. The rain was coming down in torrents now, the dirt turned to mud, the rocks slippery and treacherous. Something about the black turrets far below made every living cell in her body scream to stay away, and while she would not obey them, she had to admit company would be appreciated. “If you’re absolutely sure.”

	“Of course.”

	She gave him an appreciative smile. “I’m touched, thank you.”

	 

	The air of desolation increased in Virulentus Valley, the steep ground bleak and hostile to their presence. It was difficult to see even a few feet in front of them, rain accosting them from all directions, wild and lashing from the winds. They made their way steadily, scrambling down the rocky patches, down and down towards the palace. 

	They had not gone far when the ground began to quake. Booming thundered in their ears, but it wasn’t the thunder rolling through the clouds this time. It was coming from below. Uncertain, they looked down. Slick with wet, the ground vibrated beneath their feet, a low humming reverberating through its depths. The shakes were jerky, and they were almost thrown down. They clutched each other’s arms to steady themselves. 

	And then the ground did something they had never seen ground do before. It split open in front of them with a groaning tear, and before their very eyes the split expanded, gliding towards them like a shark.

	“RUN!” Isabella screamed. They turned and raced back up the valley as fast as the steep slope would allow, away from the splitting hellturf, from the terrifying booming and crunching sounds behind them. 

	Isabella knew she shouldn’t have but she did it anyway, she looked behind her. And immediately wished she hadn’t. A giant worm was emerging from the ground, fifty yards long and thick as three men, a snake monster with teeth sharp as blades and eyes demonic red. It was coming right for them, its monstrous body greedily slinking forwards. They spurred themselves on, running faster than they would have thought possible uphill and against the wind, rain pelting against their faces. 

	It was a futile exercise. 

	The split reached them, the ground disappeared beneath their feet, and suddenly they were falling. 

	Isabella flailed her arms, grasping for whatever might stop her fall. The worm fell with them, winding its body around theirs, curiously watching their descent. Her hands found something to grab and she gasped in relief.  

	Except it was Theo, and he was falling too, which did little to break their fall.

	Her second attempt was more successful, other arm floundering wildly she grasped the root of a tree. The two of them came to an abrupt stop that sent a jolt through her body, and for several minutes they dangled there, swinging back and forth, the walls of a dark abyss boxing them in.

	Isabella looked up. She could see nothing, they had fallen too far. The worm circled them, bulging veins running under its rubbery skin, blood-coloured eyes gleaming. A putrid stench sprung from its mouth. It lunged for them, and they swung back and kicked it away, legs working together to drive it back. This deterred it only briefly, though, a moment later it was back for a second attack. It bared its teeth, fixed its gaze upon them with black pinprick pupils, and rose up to eye level with Isabella. She gazed into its grotesque face, heart thudding in her chest, and drew her arm back to deliver a sharp blow with her fist. 

	A flash from above stopped her in her tracks, and before she could process what was happening there was a nausea-inducing crunch. Isabella stared at the worm. A throwing star had pierced the top of its head, sunk almost fully into its skull. The demonic worm gave a shriek of agonised torment and slowly descended from whence it had come, body writhing back down deep into the abyss. Stunned, they watched it go.

	Isabella looked up again. The craggy wall stretching above them had faintly materialised, her eyes having become accustomed to the dark. “Think we can make it to the top?” she said breathlessly.

	Theo nodded and hauled himself up to the tree root with a grunt. He reached his hand down and helped her up after him. “Gotta try.”

	They began the climb up, a gruelling journey made more cumbersome by the depressive cloak. Progress was slow, and Isabella had to force herself to not think about how far they had fallen, and how much further there might still be to fall, but simply focus on the next jutting ledge, the next tree root to grab. Hand after hand, they steadily climbed higher.

	Several metres from the top, a voice called out to them. “Taking your time, aren’t you.”

	Cerys sat on the edge, legs dangling down. She leant forward and gazed down at them. “How long does it take the pair of you to climb a damn abyss? I got the worm off you eons ago.” 

	They ignored her and hauled their way up the last remaining stretch. Cerys stayed where she was, watching with indifference as they heaved themselves over the edge, collapsed on the ground, and lay panting for several minutes. The rain had stopped, the thunderous clouds had cleared away, and the sky was back to its seemingly permanent pallid greys.

	Once her breath had returned to normal, Isabella sat up a bit and looked over at Cerys. “That was my favourite throwing star.” 

	“Well, you should’ve wrenched it from the worm then. You had a coupla seconds. Didn’t think fast enough, did you.” She reached into a bag and handed them their swords and daggers, then jumped up and brushed herself off. “Come on, let’s get out of here. You don’t wanna still be here when the voracia halfling wakes, or a Jaukontrolēt patrols the area.” She turned and walked back up the valley, not looking back to see if they were following.

	Isabella and Theo looked at each other.

	“It seems she really has changed her mind about helping us,” he said.

	Isabella shook her head. “No. This is another trick.”

	“She just saved our lives.”

	“Probably to gain our trust, which you’ve fallen for nicely.” 

	Theo held his sword up to the light, examined it carefully, then sheathed it. “All right, we keep going to the palace then. What are we gonna do when we get there?”

	Isabella looked down the valley. With the mists cleared, they could see dozens of stretches where the ground had split and repaired itself again. The closer to the palace, the more frequently they occurred, until they became a clustered mess right outside the entrance. They could see the caves Cerys had spoken of partway down, bones picked clean of their flesh scattered outside the entrance. And the palace itself was a mass of black stone encircled by a fortified wall with numerous bastions and watchtowers. 

	“I know it’s a risk,” Theo said. “But if Cerys really has changed her mind, I fancy our chances are much better with her.”

	Her sword and dagger lay on the ground where Cerys had left them. Isabella picked them up and examined them carefully, as Theo had done. “We’ll follow her and see where she goes,” she said reluctantly. “From a distance, and with swords at the ready.”

	 

	Cerys led them through a maze of winding back alleyways, uphill and down, round dozens of corners, cluttered with crumbling ruins and the rotting corpses of animals, strange creatures the likes of which Isabella had never seen on the second plane. Sometimes they had to clamber through deserted buildings that were little more than rubble. Small fires burned everywhere, the thick smoke billowing in the winds. But they did not provide any heat, Isabella soon realised. She put her hands over one and curiously found that hellfire was cold as ice.

	At least as far as she could tell, they were not headed in the direction of the building they had escaped from.

	After some time, Cerys stopped at a small, decaying door, practically hidden behind dead vines crawling all over the rotten wood. She knocked twice and stepped back.

	Isabella and Theo kept back, eyes sweeping all around them.

	The door creaked open and a demon peered out. A shame demon, small and wiry. 

	“Cerys Neria,” she said, her lopsided eyebrows wiggling. “You burden me with your presence.” Her voice was raspy and dull. 

	“It’s lovely to see you too, Bezathea,” Cerys replied. “It’s been far too long.”

	The shame demon looked past Cerys towards Isabella and Theo. “Who?”

	“Humans on their first visit to Calamitadel. They don’t yet know how it works here. I came upon them walking down Virulentus Valley.”

	The demon put a hand to her chest and gasped.

	“I know,” Cerys said, with a solemn shake of her head. “Two oblivious minnows frolicking amongst the sharks, the pair of them. We need a safe place to stay for a few days.”

	The demon stepped out onto the front stoop of her house and peered at them through narrowed eyes. She drew her tattered shawl tightly around bony shoulders. A moth flew out.

	Isabella shifted as the wave of shame engulfed her, and though she’d done nothing to be ashamed of, she dropped her head to hide her reddening cheeks. 

	“Come on Bez, you owe me,” Cerys said.

	“Effort level on my part?” the demon asked.

	“None at all. You go about your business as usual and pretend we’re not even there.”

	Bezathea sighed and gave the smallest nod of resignation. She disappeared back inside and left the door ajar. Cerys motioned Isabella and Theo to follow, and she too entered the crumbling house. 

	Isabella took another look around. They stood on a narrow lane, dilapidated buildings all around them. A bell jingled as the door of the building opposite opened and she glanced over. A worthlessness demon came out, and she caught a glimpse of rows of hoof polish behind it. He muttered a few words at a rubbish can and a fire ignited inside it. 

	Isabella and Theo watched the demon place a warmth charm in the fire and huddle over it, his clothing sodden after the downpour. He paid them no heed, entirely disinterested in their presence. They turned back to the demon house. 

	“Oddly I feel more at ease going into a demon’s abode than anywhere near those humans,” Theo said.

	Isabella nodded. “We’ll go in and see if the situation is as Cerys says. But stay vigilant.”

	Together they drew their swords and walked to the door, crossed the threshold, and ducked under the rotting beams. 

	 

	 


Chapter 16

	 

	The demon’s dwelling was a gloomy hovel. Thick cobwebs and mouldy paperings decorated the walls, the furnishings were covered in burn marks and ashes, and the whole place smelled like wet socks. Every floorboard creaked, some of them half fallen away from rot, and twisting an ankle in one of the holes became the more immediate danger as Isabella and Theo navigated their way down a dark hallway. 

	They could hear the demon and Cerys ahead, descending groaning stairs, and soon came to the top of a staircase. Movement from above caught Isabella’s eye, a flash of fluttering silky blackness. Heart in her throat, she swung her sword upwards. Three bats huddled together in a ceiling corner, shadowy lumps hanging upside down. 

	Theo put a calming hand on her shoulder. She exhaled and lowered her sword.

	The stairs led down to an underground area with several dark and damp cramped rooms, and they followed the voices through them until they emerged into what Isabella supposed must be the kitchen. There was a small table in the centre, above which hung a swaying lantern, its light barely brighter than the dusklight. It swung to and fro, its shadow flicking around the cupboards and shelves lining the walls.  

	Another demon sat at the table. He glanced up from his book and grimaced at the sight of the guests. Isabella winced. A guilt demon. Hardly the feeling she needed more of right now. She braced herself for the wave of guilt about to hit her, but curiously he emitted no essence.

	Bezathea jerked a nod at him. “Tuveral, my husband.” 

	Isabella and Theo politely greeted him from afar. He was a scrawny, ill-proportioned beast, all limbs and little torso, straggly grey hair plastered against his face. He hissed a few words in demon tongue in response.

	Cerys laughed, an odd sound in this gloomy kitchen, and said something back to him in that discordant language.

	Bezathea shuffled over to the cupboards and took out a jar filled with a green powder. 

	Cerys pulled out a seat and plonked herself into it. “We’ll have srerusark too, if you’re making them.”

	The scales all over Bezathea’s face glided into a new formation. They did an impressive job of making her scowl all the more formidable. “You said this would require no extra effort on my part.”

	“Come on, you’re making them anyway. They’ll have one too,” she said with a nod at Isabella and Theo. She pulled out chairs and nodded her head towards them. “Sit.”

	They stayed where they were.

	“Why do they stand in the doorway with swords raised?” Bezathea asked.

	“They think we are planning on kidnapping them, or torturing them, or killing them, or some other such dastardly plan,” Cerys said.

	The demon set the jar down with a bang and whirled around on her, jaw clenched. “All of those things require a tremendous amount of effort. You promised me there would be none.”

	Cerys held up her hands in defence. “Which is why I have no such plan.”

	Tuveral muttered something more in demon tongue, and Cerys laughed again. “He says he likes that you keep your distance. But I say it is quite rude. Take a seat, you clods.”

	Isabella was entirely unsure what to make of all this. Theo stepped towards the chairs, so she did too, and they cautiously took their place at the table, stiff-backed and on high alert. 

	Tuveral sighed, loudly and with great exaggeration, at their proximity to him. He stood and dragged his chair away from the table, away from them, until it was backed into the corner. Then he sat back down and pulled all of his legs up so he was huddled as small as he could make himself and pointedly stuck his face back into his book.

	Isabella gazed around the kitchen, ever on the lookout for danger as Bezathea set to cooking up whatever concoction it was Cerys had asked for. One leg of her chair was shorter than the rest, and it rocked every time she shifted her weight. She cast an uneasy glance at Theo. He didn’t appear nearly as uncomfortable as she felt. She looked back at the demon couple and attempted a smile. “Thank you for allowing us into your home.”

	Both demons glared at the smile. Bugger. She kept forgetting.

	Bezathea set three mugs of the potion before them and pulled out a chair for herself. She turned to her husband and exchanged a few incomprehensible words. A picture on the wall above him burst into flame, and Isabella and Theo jumped out of their seats.  

	Tuveral took no notice of it at all, merely kept reading his book. Bezathea muttered something under her breath and got up again. She fetched a pitcher of water and threw it over the picture, then returned to the table. “Cerys,” she said, as though nothing had happened, “that’s a marvellous bruise developing on your scalp. It must have been a gloriously humiliating moment when you were bested in combat.” 

	“Oh, you can’t shame me, Bezathea,” Cerys said, taking a sip from her mug. “I’m proud of my battle wounds. Isabella gave me this one, actually. And I’ll have another one from her come up tomorrow.” She pulled up her shirt and proudly showed the demon the reddened area on her ribs. “That’ll be a nice little bruise by tomorrow I’d wager.” 

	Bezathea swivelled her head to Isabella and fixed a piercing gaze on her. 

	Isabella looked down immediately. “Sorry,” she muttered.

	“Isy,” Cerys said. “If you want to survive this house, you’ll have to steel yourself against Bezathea’s essence. She can only make you feel ashamed if you let it in.” She turned to Bezathea. “And you,” she admonished, “don’t pick on Isy just because she’s an easy target.”

	Bezathea just shrugged. The movement made a scale fall from her skin into her mug. She took no notice of it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

	Isabella picked up her own mug and sniffed it. The green powder was now a green sludge, its odour reminiscent of the compost the gardener who tended to her villa was so fond of. She set it back down. “So,” she said, perfectly politely, but remembering to keep the smile off her face. “How do you folk know Cerys?”

	“T’was several years gone, on the second plane,” Bezathea said. “Cerys was in the midst of duplicating a copy of the High Arc—”

	“Isabella is a commander of the Solistopian City Watch,” Cerys hurriedly interjected.

	Bezathea snapped her mouth shut. “Ah. Cerys was… well, she was there. And I also, I also was there. And thus we met.” She took a sip of her sludge and averted her eyes. 

	There was a lengthy pause, the sounds of pipes groaning and creatures scuttling behind the walls all the more apparent. Cerys hummed something under her breath. Bezathea examined her long, claw-like nails.  

	“I see,” Isabella eventually said. “What a fascinating way to meet someone.”

	The husband peered at them over the top of his book and hissed a series of sounds, accompanied by a clicking of his teeth.

	Bezathea’s eyes slinked back to Isabella. “He asks what a commander from the second plane is doing on the third plane.” 

	“She’s here to infiltrate Satan’s palace and gain illegal passage to the overworld via Satan’s portal,” Cerys informed them matter-of-factly. 

	Isabella and Theo gaped at her.

	Cerys shrugged. “It’s all right, we can trust them.”

	“I can’t even trust you,” Isabella said.

	The husband hissed some more.

	“He says, but none of you are Satan,” his wife said. “And I quite agree, you demonstrably are not.”

	“That’s right,” Cerys said.

	Her face creased.  “Satan is the only being that portal will open for. Anyone else is an impossibility.”

	“Unless,” Cerys said, “we were to trick the portal into thinking Isabella was Satan.”

	“Balderdash,” said the demon. “A portal cannot be tricked.”

	“Yes,” said Cerys. “That’s what I thought too. But I’m always up for a challenge. If Isabella were to carry the very essence of Satan inside her, I believe it would open, because what is it that makes it open, if not the essence of Satan herself?”

	“We’re still working out the plan,” Isabella said. 

	The husband clicked his tongue and made another series of noises. 

	“He says only Satan carries the very essence of Satan inside her. That’s what makes her Satan.”

	“But there are all sorts of incantations that transfer essences,” Theo said. “There must be some sort of spell that could imbue Isabella with her essence.”

	Cerys nodded. “That thing I lied to you about before we came here,” she said, looking at Isabella, “about Satan wanting to take all the goodness from you? She can really do that. She takes your essence from you, all the good parts of it. So I don’t see why it wouldn’t be possible to take all the evil essence from Satan. Surely all it would take is a reverse spell of the one Satan does.”

	She turned to Tuveral and said something to him in demon tongue.

	“He has an extensive library of books about demon magic,” Bezathea explained to Isabella. “She asks him if she could read them.”

	Tuveral scoffed and sputtered and angrily scuttled half-way up the wall.

	Bezathea nodded. “Portals cannot be tricked by spells. It would spit you out and throw you face first into the deepest dimension for the attempt.”

	“I have another worry about it,” Theo said, with a concerned look at Isabella. “Even if it were possible, wouldn’t it destroy the Commander to do it? We’re essentially talking about turning her into Satan. Would Isabella herself even exist anymore?” 

	“I’m willing to take the risk,” Isabella said. She felt entirely at unease and out of her depth, bewildered as to how they all knew so much about this, even Theo, but she was resolved to remedy that. She turned to Bezathea. “How does Satan do that? Take all the goodness from someone?”

	“She touches you,” Bezathea said with a shudder. “She hates to do it, we all do, but we’ll do it to cause suffering. Only using the lightest touch possible, of course, the least amount of touch we can get away with. A fingernail will do it. “For example…” an ashen, wrinkled finger began snaking toward her.

	Isabella shot out of her chair and backed against the wall.

	Cerys gave the demon a look of admonishment. “Bezathea, aȋsssjah koj skāssss ktreiiistzc.”

	Bezathea sulkily put her hand down.

	Isabella took a breath and sat back down.

	The demon picked up her mug and peered at Isabella over it like a crab. “And if you do manage to do it what will you do in the overworld?” 

	Isabella paused, and took a second to reorient herself. “I want to talk to the Goddess.”

	“All this for a little chat, huh. Isn’t that what you humans use praying for?”

	“I need to see her in person.”

	“Well,” said Bezathea, after Isabella did not elaborate. “Far be it for me to understand human ways. The demon ball is next week. I dare say that would be the best opportunity to infiltrate. Satan wouldn’t blink at Cerys being there. Then you won’t have to break into the palace itself. From there’ll it’ll just be a matter of sneaking to the portal chamber and getting it to open.” She took a sip of sludge. “Which is impossible.”

	“A demon ball?” Isabella said. “But I thought demons don’t hold with joy.”

	“There’s no joy at a demon ball.”

	“Oh. No dancing?”

	“Don’t be preposterous.”

	Tuveral exclaimed something. 

	“He says we do sway a little. Yes, that’s true, there is some swaying.”

	“No touching?”

	“Don’t be disgusting.”

	From the corner, Tuveral retched.

	“What happens, then, at a demon ball? Other than swaying?”

	“We mix our essences and make them grow. Expand them, wallow in all of them coming together and intensifying. And then after that, there’s the Ceremony. That’s when Satan draws all the energy we’ve created inside herself, filling herself with every manner of demon energy. You’d be best to get her essence before this happens, when she’s less powerful.” 

	Tuveral sputtered out a string of mutterings at this, and Bezathea shot back several hisses in response.

	Isabella had just begun to allow herself to relax when the pot Bezathea had used to cook with transformed into a bat. It squeaked a tinny squeak, unfurled its wings, and took flight, swooping from wall to wall around the room in a crazed panic. Though Isabella was startled, she was growing used to such occurrences. This time neither she nor Theo jumped out of their seats, and instead only tracked its wild flight path until it settled into a ceiling corner. 

	The demon couple barely flicked an eye towards it.

	“It’s because Tuveral keeps cursing,” Cerys said.

	“Of course,” Theo said. “I should have put that together.”

	Isabella stared between the both of them, again left out of knowledge everyone else seemed to have.

	“They are speaking Farskian,” Cerys explained, seeing her expression. “It’s the language of spells and incantations, which is all well and good when you want to practice said magic, but has some practical disadvantages. Any random word may cause a wee bit of general chaos in everyday conversation, an inadvertent spell when you’re trying to buy eggs for example. And curses curse things.”

	“Oh,” said Isabella. 

	Bezathea set her mug down and abruptly stood. “You must retire to your bedchambers now. I shall show you the way.”

	Isabella blinked in surprise. She wasn’t tired at all and her internal body clock told her it was early. But that couldn’t be right, it must be getting late. Perhaps time worked differently in the underworld.

	The demon couple led them down another staircase, where further underground the hovel had another series of cramped rooms.

	There they were shown to separate bedchambers, though chambers was rather a generous term for them. The one Bezathea ushered Isabella into was a tiny space, more like a closet really, with a single bed that barely looked able to hold itself upright.

	Bezathea bade Isabella goodnight and closed the door behind her. 

	She was alone. She did a slow turn and took stock of her surroundings. Took the half step to the bed and sat, the creaky bedframe groaning in protest. There was one small, dirty mirror on the wall with a crack in it. A wash basin in the corner. No windows. The bed hardly looked inviting, and she was wide awake. No matter, she had no intention of actually sleeping here. She needed to stay alert. She sat there, still for a while, and thought about how she was trapped in a tiny cube two floors underground. 

	The walls were thin as parchment and she could hear the demons scuttling about, muffled hisses amidst the creaking floorboards.

	Eventually, the sounds stopped, and she listened to the silence stretching out all around her. She wondered if she could pray here, or if that would cause something to spontaneously combust.

	A quiet knock on the door, and she jumped up and drew her sword. It creaked open, and Cerys poked her head through.

	 


Chapter 17

	 

	Cerys rolled her eyes at the sword. “Put that away. They’re sleeping now, we can get up again. Bring one of your warmth charms.” She drew her head back and disappeared as quickly as she had come.

	Bewildered, Isabella took one of the charms from her bag and followed her. 

	“Shhhh,” Cerys said, fingers to her lips as they tiptoed along the corridor. “Avoid the creaky floorboards.”

	“But that’s all of them.”

	She knocked on the door of the room they had given to Theo next, and moments later a similarly bewildered-looking Theo stood before them rubbing his eyes.

	Cerys led them up the stairs and out a back exit, a small door little more than a hole. They were in an enclosed area behind the hovel, where in Solistopian houses there would normally be a patch of grass, flowers would bloom, and some people would grow their own vegetables. Here there was no grass nor flowers, no sign of colour or life to speak of. It was completely burnt out, blackened dirt and ashes everywhere, skeletons of dead trees lining the enclosure. 

	Isabella and Theo hung back, cautiously alert, and watched to see what Cerys was up to.

	She dragged a rusty tin barrel into the centre and whispered a few words of an incantation into it. An uneasy knot formed in Isabella’s stomach. She would never get used to hearing a human hiss in those malevolent tones. But the words made a fire spark up, the flames springing high and burning brightly in the chilly air, and she understood the need for the warmth charm. She stepped forward and tossed the miniature sun into the barrel, a cosy warmth immediately spreading towards them. 

	Cerys set a blanket on the ground and sat. “You two gonna join me?”

	Isabella and Theo took a careful look around them, still on the lookout for danger. But the place was deserted, and Isabella was coming to realise that was perhaps the point. It wasn’t just deserted, it felt deserted too, in a way that other empty spaces didn’t. Waves of isolation constantly swept over her, each one stronger than the last. It was as though Calamitadel was actively working to make its residents feel the loneliness in their bones. 

	They stepped forward and joined Cerys next to the hellfire, but sat opposite her, huddled away as far as the blanket would allow, and kept watchful eyes on her every movement.  

	She gave them an exasperated look. “If I were going to harm you, it’d have been your head with a throwing star sticking out of it.” She opened her bag and rummaged around in it.

	“For all we know, that’s exactly where you aimed,” Isabella said.

	“Maybe next time I will.”

	Theo’s eyes darted nervously between them. “What time is it?” he asked, in a hesitant attempt to break the tension. “I can’t tell here.” 

	Isabella glanced at the sky. It was still dusk, but dusk without the Goddess-given beauty of the colours that would sweep across the sky at sundown. There was no sun, only a heaving mass of colourless clouds weighing down on them. 

	“Time is measured differently here,” Cerys said. “On account of there being no sun. But it’s about the equivalent of a summer hour before sunset. Demons go to bed early.”

	Isabella looked back at the dark hovel. From the outside it was a mound of jumbled planks chaotically put together jutting out of the ground. “Why so early?”

	“They sleep a lot. They love sleep, as much as a demon can love anything. They call it the little death.” 

	Isabella raised an eyebrow.

	“Not in that way, exactly,” Cerys said with a grin. “It’s the closest thing they have to pleasure because it’s the closest they come to death.” 

	“Speaking of which, how can they be married if they’re against pleasure?” Isabella asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

	“They don’t share a bed if that’s what you mean. They sleep in two separate single beds.”

	“So demons never… ever?” asked Theo.

	“Never,” Cerys said. “Sex is repulsive to demons.”

	“How joyless,” Isabella murmured.

	“Mhmm. They revel in the joylessness of it. And while we’re here, we have to act the same while they’re awake, joyless and kind of… you know, unenthusiastic about life. But we can do whatever we want once they’re asleep, so just be grateful they sleep long hours.” She pulled a large container from her bag and peeled the lid off.

	Theo’s face lit up immediately. “Sarikamehl!”

	“Of course. We’ve got to have something proper to eat here.”

	“How did you get it here?”

	“I have my sources.” 

	“What in the world is sarikamehl?” Isabella asked. She peered into the container. Some sort of grain dish.

	“Don’t tell me you’ve never had it,” Theo said, gazing upon the container as though it were a jewel. “I had it all the time when I was growing up.”

	“Me too,” Cerys said. “My father made the best sarikamehl in the neighbourhood. The smells that used to come out of the kitchen when he was cooking this, by the Goddess you’d never stop drooling.” She poured it into a pot and set it over the fire.

	“I’ve never had it,” Isabella said. “What is it?”

	“It’s kind of like porridge, but made with kuslich and Deliinian spices. Very popular in my neighbourhood. Most importantly, it’s real, human food that we can eat.” She took more containers out, filled with cut vegetables and meats and spices, and began dumping them into the pot. As it warmed, the most delicious smell in the world drifted across to them. Isabella marvelled at the mini feast she had hidden in there. She glanced at Theo, staring longingly at the pot. They had not eaten real food since they’d come here, and it hit Isabella now just how ravenous she was.

	Next Cerys took out a flask and offered it to Isabella.

	Isabella hesitated.

	She gave a wry smile. “Not poisoned.” She took a swig herself, then offered it again. 

	Isabella accepted it this time, downed the whiskey, and passed it to Theo.

	“What part of Solistopia are you from, Theo?” Cerys asked, settling back on her elbows.

	“Kelberviertila,” Theo replied.

	“Oh, me too.”

	He grinned. “No way. I grew up on Jasop Street.”

	“Oh, I used to walk that way often. I lived just five streets over.”

	“Past the old sava tree with the knot shaped like an elephant’s head?”

	“Exactly.” She showed him her arm. “This scar is from falling off that tree.”

	Isabella felt ever more uneasy at Cerys’ swift turnaround from being set on torturing them, and she tried to throw Theo a look that conveyed he ought not be beguiled by her. But Theo was already too deep in conversation with her to notice, too engrossed in all she had to say.

	When the sarikamehl was ready, Cerys dished out three bowls and passed them around. “It’s all about mixing the right ratio of Ijasil root and silk cress,” Cerys said.

	“That’s exactly what my father used to say,” Theo said. 

	“Wait,” Cerys said, before they were about to dig in. “It needs just one more thing.” She took another item out of her bag. 

	Isabella almost whipped her dagger out. “That’s my cheese.”

	“Yes, I took it from your office while I was waiting for you to turn up.” She patently ignored the look on Isabella’s face as she cut the cheese into small pieces with a knife and mixed it into the three bowls. “Perfect.”

	The sarikamehl was delicious, Isabella had to grudgingly admit, though she would have found any sort of real food delicious right now. They sat out there for some time, drinking and talking, warmed by the fire and the whiskey. Isabella watched with growing apprehension as Theo became more and more unlike the Theo she knew. His speech grew coarser, he was loud and uncouth, and he was clearly taking something of a liking to Cerys.

	Hours later, Theo stretched his arms and yawned. “I’m knackered after all that kidnapping you put me through, Cerys. Think I’ll grab a wink or two.” 

	Isabella looked up at the skies. They hadn’t darkened. It was perpetually dusk here, always on the brink of night but never reaching it. Full darkness held over them like a constant looming threat. “I might stay up, just a little while longer.” She wanted a private word with Cerys. 

	Theo bid them goodnight, and Isabella confronted Cerys immediately. “You’re a bad influence on him.”

	Cerys stretched her legs out on the blanket and settled back on her elbows. “How so?”

	“A couple of hours with you and he’s already acting differently.”

	“Oh, Isy, you absolute plumehead. That’s how he acts normally. It’s you he acts all serious around. You’re his boss.”

	“No, he can be himself around me.”

	“If you say so.” The wind had mostly died down now and she pulled the hair tie from her hair, shaking it loose around her shoulders. The coldness, the hate she’d greeted them with when they fell out of the portal, was long absent from her expression. In the light of the fire, her face was full of warmth, her eyes had regained their sparkle.

	“I don’t understand you at all,” Isabella said. “First you capture us, then you save our lives. First you hate us, now you want to be friends. What sort of game are you playing this time?” 

	“Ah, let’s not get back to all that business again. Relax and enjoy the evening.”

	A silence stretched over them, a silence palpably filled with Isabella’s restlessness and inability to relax in Cerys’ presence.

	Cerys sighed. “I already told you why. If it still doesn’t make sense to you, well, Goddess, why don’t you just cope with a little bit of mystery for once. You don’t need to understand everything about me. Anyway, you’re not so wholly unmysterious yourself. I don’t particularly understand you either, but I just shrug and let you be you.”

	“What don’t you understand about me?”

	“Why you’re really doing this. You don’t owe it to me after what I did, and I can keep myself safe from the Judge anyway. You could be back in your comfortable bed in your huge villa in the second plane right now but instead you choose to be somewhere you clearly don’t want to be, to do something that probably won’t work and may kill you. You could ask the Goddess your questions in prayer. I know you’re not satisfied with that anymore, but surely it beats torture and death. The angels, too, can help you with spiritual questions.”

	“It’s not just about you, and it’s certainly not about me wanting to meet the Goddess anymore.” She lay back on the blanket and stared up at the skies. “I was always coming because I wanted justice for those who had been unjustly tried. But I didn’t really realise until I saw all those people… I mean, I knew, but I didn’t know, you know?”

	“No,” said Cerys. “What?”

	“I said I was doing it for them before, but really I was doing it for myself. I thought I needed to go on a journey to find what was missing in my life. But that’s self-indulgent nonsense. No, why I really have to get to the Goddess is to beg for the mercy of those thirty-seven souls. It’s my fault they’re in the deepest dimension. I have to get justice for Priestess Amadea, for Dion Fergagion, for Marienela Morera, and every other victim I failed. It’s all my fault.” 

	“It’s the Judge’s, really,” Cerys said. 

	“But I could have prevented it if I’d done my job properly. If I’d just been more observant. If I’d stood up to the Chief more. I am a follower of the Goddess, and that means valuing life above all else. Certainly above impressing my superiors. By backing down, I failed them all, and I failed the Goddess. So I have to make amends, even if I will likely die.” 

	Cerys studied her face a moment in the glow of the firelight, then opened her bag once more and took out a familiar looking package.

	“You took my eclairs too,” Isabella said.

	“Of course.” She set the small bag of treats between them.

	“They’re for Satan.”

	Cerys laughed. “Satan would never eat anything like this. She’d probably vomit at the sight of them.”

	“Then why—”

	“Because eclairs are my favourite, so I made up that stuff about Satan liking them on the off chance you’d actually bring some along.” 

	Isabella barely had it in her to be outraged anymore, still, she gave it a go. “By the Goddess’s second, of all the ridiculous, petty, pointless things. Is all of this a joke to you?”

	Cerys grinned and handed her one. “Shush and eat your eclair.” She took one for herself and bit into it. “Heavenly. Good choice of bakery. Agamedes gives a particularly generous cream to pastry ratio.”

	Isabella sighed and grudgingly bit into hers. No point depriving herself, after all. 

	Once they had finished, Cerys reached forward and grasped her hand. Isabella stiffened, fearing an attack. But as she looked down at their intertwined fingers, Cerys only squeezed it in a comforting gesture. 

	Isabella knew she ought to pull away, but the depressive cloak that hung around her had largely dissipated over the course of the evening, the firelight and the food and the company pushing it back, and now she could not help but note that the touch of Cerys’ hand extinguished the last bits of dread that lingered. For the moment their hands were clasped together, she almost felt as light and free as she did in the second plane. 

	She looked back up at Cerys. That errant strand of hair had fallen back over her face. 

	Cerys pushed it behind her ear. “You’re not going to die. I am the best con artist the world has ever known, and I’ll be damned if Satan gets the better of me.”

	Movement from the hovel broke them out of their gaze. Isabella whipped her head towards it, heart thudding. A curtain had been pulled back from the window, spindly demon fingers gripping the tattered fabric. The fingers vanished back into the blackness, and the curtain fell back.

	Cerys pulled her hand away. “We shouldn’t let them see that.”

	In the distance, somewhere across the city in Calamitadel’s colourless skies, the sound of a faint buzzing began. It grew louder, and Cerys stood up and brushed herself off. “The fire locusts are coming. We should go back inside.” 

	Isabella nodded. “Thank you for the meal. And the evening.” 

	Cerys gave her a last smile and turned back towards the hovel. “Goodnight, Isabella.”

	 


Chapter 18

	 

	Isabella woke the next morning in the rickety bed the demon couple had provided and considered the possibility she might actually be dead. She felt lifeless, certainly. The depressive cloak was back, more suffocating than ever. Her limbs were trapped under a heavy weight, though nothing but a threadbare blanket weighed her down. Misery clung to her. The task of getting out of bed seemed too arduous to even contemplate. 

	On top of all this, a flurry of dread settled over her as she remembered how much she’d let her guard down last night. Cerys — and perhaps the whiskey too — had lulled her into being too open, too vulnerable. She oughtn’t to have been so candid with her. A whirl of confusion rose up at her own actions. She knew she had to stay vigilant around Cerys, knew she couldn’t trust her, yet every time they were together her resolve weakened. 

	How she longed for the mornings in her cosy bed with its silk sheets and feather comforters and countless pillows in Solistopia, when the early morning larks would wake her with their song, and every day she would rise feeling refreshed and energetic. 

	Now she could barely remember what it felt like to have energy flowing through her. She closed her eyes and thought about simply staying in bed forever. How easy it would be to give in to it, let the cloak fully envelop her. 

	Sounds from above floated down, creaking floorboards and shaky, shuddering walls as people moved about the upstairs rooms. The faint murmurings of demon tongue, and she remembered her precarious situation. She forced her eyes open and stared up at the ceiling, a cracked and blackened monstrosity looming above her; an ever-present reminder she was trapped two floors underground in the depths of the underworld.

	With great effort, she threw the blanket off and sat up. It was like moving through treacle. The sluggish feeling she’d had since she’d arrived in Calamitadel was tenfold worse, and she half-wondered if perhaps the food last night had been poisoned after all. But surely not, Cerys had eaten it too, and what she felt now was an intensified version of the same thing she’d been feeling since she came here, long before eating Cerys’ food.

	She stood and shuffled over to the wash basin where stale, freezing water greeted her. Painstakingly, her limbs moving as though she had aged fifty years overnight, she washed and dressed and then ascended the stairs to the kitchen. 

	It was empty, one lone bowl left on the table containing a watery grey gruel.

	“Your breakfast,” a raspy voice croaked, and she jumped and whirled around, hand automatically flying to her scabbard.

	“Up here,” the voice said.

	Bezathea was huddled in a corner of the ceiling, peering at her through narrowed eyes. 

	Isabella looked at the bowl. The spoon in it had given up, slipped down and under until it was fully submerged in the clump-sodden swill. She tried to hide a grimace.

	“It’s not supposed to taste good. Taste buds—” Bezathea said the words with a shudder “—are a punishment from your so-called Goddess—” 

	“Gift,” Isabella corrected her firmly. “Taste buds are a gift from the Goddess.” 

	“—designed to tempt humans into taking pleasure in food, savouring it, indulging in it. Ghastly, hedonistic behaviour. Those who seek pleasurable sensations ought to be ashamed of themselves.”

	“All right,” Isabella said. “I shan’t enjoy it then.” Curious, she thought. She’d felt no wave of shame from the demon this morning. Instead Bezathea had resorted to explicitly telling her to feel ashamed, and still Isabella felt none. 

	“Good.” She slithered across the ceiling leaving a trail of slime in her wake. “They’re in the library.” She jerked her head towards the door.

	Isabella picked up her bowl of tasteless death and backed out of the kitchen. She walked along a narrow corridor, following the sound of distinctly human voices clearly engaged in far more pleasant conversation, until she came upon a dusty and darkened room. Its walls were lined with rows and rows of books, countless tomes so thick they made the shelves bend in the middle.

	At the doorway, she hesitated. Cerys and Theodore sat in armchairs with dozens of books and pieces of parchment laid out between them on a small table, and they talked animatedly of spells and curses. She watched them work, wondering how they could be so lively when she felt so low. Cerys was back to her bright and energetic self, and it seemed awfully out of place here. It was so incongruous, so discordant with their surroundings. 

	Theo, too, looked different. His usual serious and solemn countenance had been replaced with one far more at ease with himself. His hair was not slicked back as usual but ruffled up, stubble adorned his normally clean-shaven face, and the top few buttons of his shirt gaped open as though he fancied himself a swashbuckling pirate. 

	He straightened up when he saw her. “Good morning, Commander.” 

	Cerys glanced up from the book she was poring through. “Isy, what took you so long. We have much to do and so few days in which to do it.” She pulled out a chair for her.

	Isabella trudged over to it and sat. “I don’t feel myself.”

	Theo nodded in sympathy. “I felt awful before too. I thought I might be dead when I woke this morning. Fortunately Cerys has helped me feel more myself again.”

	Isabella fished the spoon from her watery gruel and flicked a wary eye at Cerys. “I see. You two seem to be getting on quite well.”

	“She’s been helping me acclimatise. This morning I felt like I’d been thrown through a gauntlet.”

	Isabella nodded. She lifted a spoonful halfway to her mouth, then thought better of it. Set it back down and pushed the bowl away. “Me too. And yet, Cerys seems fine.” She turned to her. “How come this Goddess-forsaken place has little effect on you?”

	Cerys gave Isabella a bright smile. She was so fresh-faced and cheery, that cold, vengeful look she’d given them when they came through the portal a million miles away. It unsettled Isabella to know it was in there somewhere, lurking under the surface, ready to come out at any moment. 

	“I’m used to it,” she said, flicking through the pages of her book. “This is normal for your first time in the underworld. Everyone’s first time is a little rough. You’re surrounded by demonic energy, every single negative emotion is pushing its way in. But like I’ve just been telling Theo, you can stave it off. Push it away. It’s a mental thing, really, you just have to focus on not letting it in. You do it automatically after a few visits. If you don’t do it at all, it’ll keep getting worse and worse. So hurry up and shake it off, because we have much to get through. There are some things we can do about it here that will help. We’ll take care of that while we’re out today. But mostly, you simply have to make your mind overpower the negative energy.”

	“Out?” She could barely move.

	“Of course. We have shopping to do. We’ll start with the visual disguise.” She ran an appraising eye over Isabella and frowned. “You don’t look much like Satan.”

	“I think she looks exactly like Satan,” Bezathea said, startling Isabella. She turned and saw the demon peering out from behind the doorframe, clawed fingers gripping it, one eye poking out and darting around like a lizard.

	“Not all humans look alike, Bez,” Cerys said.

	“Is Satan human then?” asked Theo.

	“Well, she takes human form. Or rather, humans take Satan’s form. We were made in the Goddess’s image after all, and Satan is her sister.” She leant forward and studied Isabella’s face. “You look a good 25 years younger than her, and far too cheerful. Her physical form is that of a woman in her middle 50s, and she’s, let’s say, somewhat dour.”

	Isabella pulled back. “I feel the exact opposite of cheerful. I couldn’t feel less cheerful. Right now I must be the least cheerful person that ever there was.”

	Cerys shook her head. “You need to lift yourself out of this dreary funk at once. You’d be as useless as Tuveral’s todger right now if I were still intending to betray you. You’d barely be able to lift a finger against me in defence. I could grab you up and carry you to Colin’s fiery pit of despair, toss you in and wash my hands of you. You’re a sitting duck. You’re fortunate I have no such nefarious intent, but I cannot say the same for other residents of Calamitadel. Snap out of it.”

	Isabella glared at her. “You’d choke on my dagger if you dared try.”

	“That’s more like it.” She gave a satisfied nod. “You need to keep that attitude about you at all times. Now, back to the point. You do look quite dreadful compared to your usual self, but compared to Satan you’re the very epitome of cheer. Your eyes have too much life in them, you’re not pale enough by far, your complexion is not at all sallow, your cheeks too round, and…” she gave her a lingering up and down look “…and you’re not at all scrawny. Far too curvy. We have a lot of work to do. But first—” she clapped a huge tome of a book down in front of Isabella. Dust shot into the air. “Took a lot of begging to get this from Tuveral. He had it all locked away with the unholy books.”

	There was movement from a dark corner of the library, and Isabella noticed now Tuveral had been lurking there the whole time, watching them from the shadows.

	“What is it?”

	“It’s got all sorts of transference incantations and spells in it.”

	She opened the book and leafed through it. The pages were yellow and heavy, the words all written in a language she couldn’t understand.

	Cerys opened it to a page and pointed at the words. “This is your basic transference incantation. You’ll have to learn it off by heart.”

	Tuveral scoffed.

	Bezathea darted forwards. “He says only demons can say incantations and anyway, it’ll never work on Satan.” She hissed it into her ear, then scuttled back again.

	Isabella tugged at her ear, prickling from the snake-like words. “You got all that from a scoff?”

	“A lot can be said with a scoff.”

	“Why wouldn’t it work on Satan?” Theo asked.

	Bezathea wrapped herself back around the doorframe. “She’s too powerful. It would take a demon of at least equal power to her to use demon magic against her.”

	“That’s what you all say,” said Cerys. “But first of all, I can do incantations, so blatant lie there Bez, and second of all, no-one’s ever actually tried one on Satan, have they? So you don’t know that.”

	“Of course not,” said Bezathea. “Why would a demon want to harm Satan? But I know it wouldn’t work if we did. She’s Satan.”

	“Sounds to me like something Satan just wants everyone to think,” Cerys said. “I know the bluffing trick well enough. You can convince anyone of anything if you say it confidently enough.” She flicked through the pages. “There are dozens of incantations here. Essence drawing spells, reversal spells, blocking spells. Learn them all. Throw the bloody lot of them at Satan if you have to. One of them’s gotta stick.”

	“What about the other matter?” Theo said. “Turning the Commander into Satan, isn’t that a wee bit of a problem?”

	“An essence can be contained,” Cerys said. “Once it’s inside you, you don’t let any of it out. It’s all about mental fortitude. If you focus enough, you can control it, keep a lid on it. Plus, there’s a tethering spell we can do.” She opened another book and flipped to a page. “I know humans can do this one, I’ve done it before. It creates a link between two people, one of them keeping the other grounded. I would just tether myself to Isabella, then she couldn’t be swept up in the evilness.”

	Isabella pointedly looked at Theo. “Would you be the one to tether me?”

	“Of course.”

	Cerys struggled to keep her exasperation from showing. “For the last time, I’m not going to do anything nefarious to you.” She snapped shut the book she was reading from and abruptly stood. “Now let’s go and turn you into Satan.”

	 

	The streets of Calamitadel were the same as they ever seemed to be. Angry grey skies loomed above them. Wind howled across the barren hills and valleys. Debris whipped past their legs. Hellfires burnt everywhere, filling the air with the thick stench of smoke.  

	“If demons can’t tell humans apart, I don’t see why I have to disguise myself as Satan at all,” Isabella muttered, her rage rising as the wind buffeted her face.

	“If we’re doing this, we’re doing it properly,” Cerys said. “You should see this as an opportunity. This is your chance to learn my tricks of the trade. You’re about to gain valuable insight into the mind of a criminal mastermind—” she stumbled over a pothole “—so I suggest you take note.”

	They walked to Dēsiccātum Square, Isabella and Theo’s first time seeing it properly. She hugged her cloak tightly around her and blinked out across it. A ghastly imitation of a Solistopian forum lay before them, all the features technically there, but all of them rotten with decay. The statues were cracked and broken and had mould growing in the cracks. Rows of market stalls were set up everywhere, but no merchants hawked their wares. They were manned by surly-faced demons who looked as though the only thing that might bring them a shred of joy was if you kept far away from them and their business.

	Cerys led them over the broken cobblestones into another battered-down building, this one a clothing shop that made the clothes in Vindemia Veils look like the cutting edge of fashion. She browsed through a rack of dusty, moth-bitten clothes, her manner brisk and efficient, and pulled out a black robe. A cloud of dust came with it.

	Isabella coughed and waved her hand about her face.  

	“Perfect,” Cerys said. “A staple of Satan’s wardrobe. It’s handy she always wears black, it’ll conceal your curves.” She shoved it at Isabella. “Put it on.”

	Reluctantly, Isabella did so, and stood about awkwardly as Cerys and Theo appraised her. The robe was a shapeless, listless thing that covered her from neck to toe, boxed her in and suffocated her. 

	“Lovely,” Theo offered politely.

	“Dull and dreadful,” Cerys said. “Exactly what we’re going for. Now let’s go to the basement.” She swiftly turned and navigated her way through the racks to a staircase. After descending it, they ducked under a low doorway and found themselves in a damp cellar-type room, more like a cave really, with junk piled up in every corner. There were crates and boxes, tubes and powders, brushes and tiny implements that seemed to be tools of some sort, all of them haphazardly thrown in together in no discernible order. A lone havoc demon sat atop the highest pile, surveying his wares. 

	“What is all this stuff?” Isabella asked. 

	“Costume shop,” Cerys said. “For all your disguising needs.”

	“Do I want to know why demons have a need for a shop such as this?” 

	Cerys paused. “I suppose I might as well tell you. Some demons can quite successfully disguise themselves as humans. An illusion spell topped off with a little makeup will do the trick.”

	Isabella and Theo looked at each other in alarm. “You mean some of the humans walking amongst us on the second plane are demons?”

	“Yes. Don’t worry about it too much though.”

	“So only worry about it a little, then?”

	Cerys gave her a look. “They cannot conceal themselves from angels, so they have to be exceedingly careful. It often does not end well for them.”

	Isabella and Theo stared about the cave of junk in wonder as Cerys rummaged through the piles, pulling out an array of tubes and brushes and powder and pallets, sifting through the piles upon piles of haphazardly-placed items. “We’ll need a wig too, of course,” she said, casting another appraising look at Isabella.

	“How do you know where everything is?” Isabella asked. She could discern no rhyme or reason to the order of things at all. It looked as though everything had been tossed in, thrown about several times, and stirred with a giant ladle.

	Cerys shrugged. “You get a feel for it after a while.” She thrust her arm into another pile, wiggled it around a bit, and pulled out the limp body of some poor creature that had met its demise. “Perfect. This will make you look just like her.”

	Isabella stepped back. “I’m not wearing that.”

	“It’s only a wig.”

	“It’s a corpse!”

	“It’s not. It’s just hair. It only looks like a corpse.” She flung it over her shoulder and took her loot to the havoc demon. “How much?”

	He eyed it all from atop his perch of junk. “I’ll give you all of it for your three happiest memories.”

	“One,” Cerys said. “Of a happy, but not my happiest memory.”

	“Cerys,” Isabella said, horrified. “You can’t give him your memories.”

	“It’s fine,” she said, with a dismissive wave. “I can always make more.”

	“Two. And they must be your absolute happiest.”

	“All right, two,” Cerys said. “Not my happiest.”

	The demon glared, a muscle twitching under his eye. Cerys held his gaze, refusing to back down. He threw his hands up. “Fine. Have it your way.”

	Cerys gave a smug smile, and she and the havoc demon spoke a few more words before nodding at Isabella and Theo to follow her. “Time to put it to the test.” 

	The havoc demon led them to a small room out the back and left. Cerys looked at Theo. “You wait outside.”

	He looked questioningly at Isabella. 

	“It’s all right,” she said. He too left, and Cerys closed the door behind him. Suddenly they were alone together, in the dark, and Isabella froze, realising she’d let herself become too complacent again. She heard those guttural whisperings again, Cerys speaking in demon tongue, and backed towards the door, her hand grasping for the handle.

	But Cerys was only lighting a candle. It flickered on and cast her face in a warm glow. They were in a dingy stall, and Cerys hadn’t noticed Isabella’s brief moment of panic. She pulled up two chairs, sat Isabella down on one and herself on the other, the candle set between them. 

	Isabella exhaled, forced herself to relax. It was a relief to sit. The sluggish way her limbs insisted on moving in the underworld was exhausting, though she had to admit she felt more improved compared to this morning.

	“You’re in for a treat,” Cerys said brightly as she laid out the assortment of creams and tubes and odd-looking implements she had gathered. “A first-hand look into how a master of disguise does it.” 

	“I find it difficult to believe they could change my face so drastically.”

	“Oh, but they can. In these tubes are the power of transformation. I can create aged lines, liver-spotted skin, I can morph your features to make the nose appear pointier, the eyes narrower, the cheeks caved in.”

	Isabella eyed them warily. “What sort of demon magic is in these potions that can make them do all that?”

	“None at all. I simply use various colour shadings to create an illusion. You vastly underestimate the power of illusion, I think. You would have seen that mouse trap if you’d looked harder.”

	Isabella pressed her lips together.

	Cerys unscrewed one of the creams and dabbed a little of the substance onto her fingers. “Now, close your eyes.”

	“You must be joking.”

	Cerys gave another of her exasperated sighs. “If I were going to do you harm, you wouldn’t have woken up alive and unbound this morning.”

	Isabella kept her eyes firmly open.

	“Isabella,” Cerys said. “Do you want to go through with this or not? The portal back to the second plane is not 100 yards from here, I can take you to it right now if you’d rather.”

	She closed her eyes.

	All was dark again, and again she was struck by the vulnerability of her situation. Cerys’ chair scraped across the ground as she shifted closer, the air swirled in front of her, and Isabella stiffened. She didn’t need to put herself at Cerys’ mercy like this, she could choose to leave at any time. But she stayed put, glued to her seat, aware that in spite of everything Cerys had said she might still have vengeance in mind, and her heart raced faster at the thought of it.

	Soft fingers touched her face. A shot of adrenaline jolted through her at the thought they were hands that could hurt her at any moment. But they did no harm, they were warm and comforting, deft fingers massaging the cream into her skin, leaving their lingering trace everywhere they touched.

	She could sense how close their faces were, so close Cerys’ breath whispered across her cheeks, and Isabella had to focus on her breathing. 

	The depressive cloak did its best to drive away the tender touches, but it did not wholly succeed. It was still there, ever present, ever wavering above her, but she could feel it receding. She did what Cerys had said and mentally pushed it away, and it retreated even further. The familiar magic of touch spread through her, and bit by bit her racing heart calmed itself. It was more subdued than it was on the second plane, but it was still present, the underworld could not fully extinguish it, and her spirits lifted almost to the level of her usual second plane self. 

	“One time,” Cerys said, her soft voice breaking through Isabella’s thoughts, “you very nearly caught me. It was during the Vitalic festival. I was posing as Enchantress Nemae, but I painted her tattoos on wrong. I was sure you’d noticed. You looked right at me, right at my hip with the lioness emblem. I thought the jig was up then and there. But you just glanced a moment then continued on.”

	Isabella bit her lip. “I don’t remember.” 

	Cerys worked on her for a good half hour, with creams and ointments and brushes tenderly caressing her skin. By the end of it, the dark cloak still hovered nearby, ready to claim her again if she showed weakness, but for now it was so weakened she could have cried for joy. Her limbs were light again, moving was no longer arduous, she was free.

	“There, finished,” Cerys said, breaking her out of her trance. 

	Her eyes whipped open to see Cerys critically inspecting her face. 

	“By the Goddess’s fourth, you look dreadful. Perfectly dreadful.”

	“Thank you,” Isabella said.

	“An excellent likeness if I do say so myself. But your cheeks are too flushed. It’s coming through the lightening cream.”

	Isabella gingerly touched her cheeks. She could feel the heat coming off her skin through a coat of waxy grease.

	“And your eyes are still too full of life, but there isn’t much we can do about that.”

	“Do you have a mirror?”

	“Yes, but I wouldn’t recommend looking in it.”

	“Just show me.”

	“First the finishing touch.” She pulled out the wig.

	Isabella pulled a face, but she could see close up that it was indeed just a wig. It had the worst hair she’d ever laid eyes on, straggly and thin, a mousy brown colour, and lacking all sign of lustre whatsoever. She hoped it wouldn’t be too itchy.

	Cerys placed it on her head, adjusted it to her liking, then attached it to her scalp with pins, before fishing a small mirror from her bag.

	Isabella took it, and looked at herself, and gasped. A stranger looked back. An old woman, haggard and sickly. Her skin was pale and liver-spotted, lines of age etched into it. She had been transformed into an old crone. “I look much older than middle 50s, I’d say.”

	“Well, she’s an old middle 50s,” Cerys said. 

	“I’ve never seen her. I have no idea how true the likeness is.”

	“You’ll have to trust me that it’s close.”

	Isabella flicked her eyes up. “Yes, I’ve been having to do a lot of that.” She looked back in the mirror. She felt ill at the sight, but she could not stop looking. “It’s hard to believe a face such as this could be related to the Goddess. There’s no family resemblance at all.” It was fascinating how thorough the transformation was. She couldn’t see herself in there at all. “I can see now how you trick us with your disguises.”

	“Well,” said Cerys, “they’re not always so convincing. I’ve often been surprised you fell for them, no offense. If you’d been more observant, you might have noticed. But people see what they want to see. A few changes that merely suggest the person you are expecting will do the trick. I’ve sometimes wondered how little a disguise I could get away with. Sometimes you never even looked at me.”

	Isabella stared at her feet, heat rising to her cheeks, though this time it was from embarrassment. “I get it, I’m spectacularly unobservant. No need to drive it in.”  She looked at her face again. “Oh Goddess, I look ghastly.”

	Cerys smiled. “And I shall freely give myself an abundance of credit for that. Making you look ghastly was a feat of astronomical proportions.” 

	Isabella glanced at her. She had turned her face away now, and was busying herself putting away all her creams. Isabella handed the mirror back and stood. “Let’s show it to Theo.” She opened the door and called him back in.

	Footsteps approached the small room, a figure entered, and Isabella almost screamed in shock. She caught the scream in her throat, stumbled back and stared. The Chief stood before her, her imposing bulk framed in the doorway, looming above her, eagle eyes zoomed in on Isabella… and then the Chief, too, had a similar moment of shock. A half-cry of horror gurgled from her throat and she had to steady herself against the doorframe. Panic flooded Isabella as she tried to make sense of it. How had she gotten here? Had she followed them? Had she died?

	“I apologise, Commander, I didn’t mean to startle you, you just look terrifying,” the Chief said, except it wasn’t the Chief’s voice, it was Theo’s. Isabella blinked in confusion. 

	And then from outside, the faint cackle of the havoc demon floated towards them.

	Cerys, who had likewise been gaping up at the Chief, closed her eyes in exasperation.  “Fucking havoc demons.” She marched over to where he lolled about on his pile of junk and pulled him up by his scruff. “Undo the illusion at once.”

	The creature grumbled and groaned but did as she said, and before Isabella’s eyes, the Chief transformed back to a bewildered-looking Theo, and the hammering in Isabella’s heart began its recovery.

	“What the fuck did you do that for?” Isabella asked the demon.

	He bared his yellowed teeth, delighted with himself. “Why not?”

	“How did you even know what Isabella’s chief looks like?” Cerys asked, eyes narrowed.

	“We’ve had dealings before.”

	Isabella scoffed. “The Chief would never do business with demons.”

	“We won’t get a straight answer from him,” Cerys said. She looked at Theo, still patting himself up and down with widened eyes. “Anyway, we were going to ask you how Isabella looked, but I think the horrified scream is a good an answer as any.”

	She produced a cloth from her bag and dipped it in another cream. “Now, let’s get it all off you. Can’t have you going outside looking like this, you’d confuse the demons something terrible and I hate to think what sort of chaos upon chaos would result.”

	Isabella exhaled and let her wipe the greasy gunk off. It was heavy and greasy, her skin suffocating beneath it. “Why are we bothering with a disguise if illusion spells are an option? Wouldn’t it be much easier to just make me appear as Satan instead of making me wear this awful costume?” 

	“Can’t be done,” Cerys said as she cleansed Isabella’s face. “Satan’s image cannot be made into an illusion. Plus the Jaukontrolēt would sense the spell. So we gotta do it the old-fashioned way, no magic. But don’t worry, our next stop will be far more palatable. It’s time for some proper sustenance.” 

	“Human food?” Isabella asked, her eyes lighting up.

	“Human food,” Cerys said with a nod.

	 

	 


Chapter 19

	 

	The eatery vaguely approximated a restaurant, Isabella supposed. It had tables and chairs and patrons slumped in their seats and servers carrying trays, but there the similarities parted ways. It was a dump of a place, a hole in the side of a hill, a dugout cave shakily supported by a framework of mould-infested wood. Beetles ten times the size of their Solistopian counterparts scuttled across the grotty floor and walls and ceiling, and the food, if it could be called that, was foul-smelling slop. 

	Isabella swatted away a fly. “They’re serving demon food here.”

	Theo tugged at his satchel straps. “It’s really not as bad as you imagine. An acquired taste.”

	“Stop fretting,” Cerys said. “We’re not dining here.” 

	“Oh, thank the Goddess,” Theo said.

	She led them to the back of the cave and into a noisy kitchen, filled with even worse smells than the dining area, then through a narrow door which gave way to a tunnel. At the end of the tunnel a staircase hidden behind a panel led up towards the hilltop. 

	At the top of the stairs, Cerys pushed open the door to reveal the most joyous scene Isabella and Theo could have imagined since arriving in Calamitadel.

	It was another restaurant, this one leagues different from the one below. It almost looked like any you might find in Solistopia, if you ignored the fact that most of the diners were demons. Dusklight sank in from ceiling windows, brightened by several illumination charms. The room was airy and fresh-scented, music played — uplifting, harmonious chords that did wonders to whisk away the general cheerlessness of the city — vases with colourful flowers adorned the tables, and the food smelled comfortingly familiar. 

	Most unexpectedly of all, the sound of laughter drifted over. 

	“What is this place?” Isabella asked, looking about in wonder.

	“An overground restaurant,” Cerys said. “Highly illegal, of course. The demons would have a conniption if they knew. There is a little joy to be found here.”

	Isabella frowned. The demons did know, they were right here. They sat at the tables, eating and drinking and talking. There were humans too, and they all mingled amongst each other in close proximity, few of them observing the distance residents of Calamitadel usually kept. 

	Cerys guided them to an empty table. “The demons who come to places such as these are different from most demons. Still demons mind, but not quite so anti-joy as demons are expected to be. Some appreciate it in small doses, or are curious about it.” She waved a tedium demon over. “But it’s vital the other demons don’t find out, so mind you don’t out them.”

	Isabella and Theo took their seats. The flowers on the table were just starting to droop, the table cloth was wrinkled and frayed, and the menus the tedium demon laid before them were made from deteriorating parchment shabbily put together. But by the Goddess, they had clearly tried with the little they had. Isabella leafed through her menu and marvelled at the variety. “How do they get the ingredients for all of this?”

	Cerys greeted a passing worthlessness demon, spoke a few words to her in demon tongue, then turned back to Isabella. “From the black market you are so eager to shut down. Demons smuggle them back from the second plane.”

	“Oh. Well, I don’t approve of th— by the Goddess’s seven girlfriends, they have ricotta here.”

	The tedium demon soon returned to take their orders, and shortly after all three had steaming plates of real food before them. Isabella’s ricotta cannoli was a little stale, not quite as good as the fresh ingredients it would be made with in Solistopia, but it was certainly a pleasant relief from the demon offerings and she tucked into it with vigour.

	She looked around at the other demons as they ate. They were more energetic than the usual demons, and though she couldn’t understand the words, they talked with more excitement in their voices. “How come all the demons I see on the second plane are full of doom and gloom then?” 

	“Many of them are not,” Theo said.

	“No I wouldn’t say they are, really,” Cerys agreed. “Perhaps they seem that way compared to humans. Demons here that are slightly less gloomy than the rest will stand out as being more joyous. Those same demons on the second plane might appear all doom and gloom because you’re comparing them to Solistopians.” She spotted a misery demon a couple of tables away and was quickly distracted. “Say, do you think Ocrisia would let us borrow her cockroach?”

	Isabella followed her gaze. It was the demon who’d given them directions yesterday, sitting huddled in that same rag tag cloak, the unnerving sight of a demon’s approximation of a smile on her face. “Do I want to know why we need a cockroach?”

	“To practice the transference spell, obviously. Start on something small like a cockroach, just to see if you can do it, and work your way up to larger animals.”

	“First of all,” Isabella said, eyeing the cockroach perched on the misery demon’s shoulder. “That cockroach isn’t small, it’s the size of a cat. Second of all, you want me to put the…”

	“The essence,” Cerys said.

	“Right, the essence. Of a cockroach. Inside me.”

	“Exactly.”

	“You’d better not be fucking with me.”

	“Oh for pity’s sake, we have to see if you can even do the spell. Are you serious about this or not?”

	 

	Ocrisia allowed them to borrow her cockroach in exchange for a cannolo. Cerys shifted the vase aside and set it on the table. Isabella and Theo simultaneously scooted their chairs back. 

	Isabella regarded the unsightly creature with a grimace. Its beady eyes swivelled this way and that, creeping antennas probing the air like misty tendrils. It strained to get back to Ocrisia, and the demon spoke a few soft words to it.

	“It’s bonded to her,” Cerys explained. “All cockroaches are bonded to their demons, they’ll follow ‘em anywhere. We could put it on the other side of the city, blindfold it and spin it around, and it would make its way straight back to Ocrisia.” 

	Theo inched a little closer and bent down to peer at the insect. “Cockroaches are not native to Viatanesia, or anywhere on the second plane, you know,” he said. “They only exist in Solistopia because a demon went through a portal and its bonded cockroach followed it through. The smaller ones we are familiar with today are the descendants of those hellcreatures.”

	Cerys nodded. “They shouldn’t be able travel through dimensions, but they do it anyway. Now, Isy touch the cockroach’s—”

	“Neela,” Ocrisia broke in.

	“Touch Neela’s head with your forefinger and repeat after me.”

	“What, we’re going to do it right here?” 

	“Why not?” She cleared her throat and said the first line of the incantation.

	The shell of the cockroach was covered in a slimy, gel-like substance. Isabella pushed her reluctance aside and gingerly touched the top of its head. She did so as lightly as possible, avoiding the particularly slimy areas. Neela’s beady eyes turned upwards and looked crosswards at her finger. Isabella repeated the words Cerys had said, faltering several times. They felt so unnatural, so clunky in her mouth. But she got to the end, and then Cerys said the next line, and two more after that. Haltingly, Isabella stumbled to the end of the four-line verse and looked expectantly at the cockroach. 

	Nothing happened.

	“Well, you have to put a bit of effort into it,” Cerys said. “Focus on Neela. Zoom in on the cockroachyness of her. Muster up all the power you can from within you and draw the cockroach into you.

	Isabella tried again, taking more care with the pronunciation and focusing all thought on the cockroach. This time, she felt something ignite around the words, a dull buzzing springing up between her and Neela. And then something slid into her, foreign and wrong. Out of place. The cockroach fell over, limp. Ocrisia shrieked in alarm.

	“It’s all right,” Cerys assured her. “We’ll revive her. Isabella, how do you feel?”

	She sat there, unblinking, not sure what to say. Cerys was staring at her in keen anticipation; Theo with a startled kind of concern. It was an odd sensation. Like a stone sitting in the pit of her stomach. Heavy and uncomfortable. And something inside the stone, bursting to get out, a thick substance threatening to explode through her. 

	“I think I’m going to be sick,” she said.

	“Keep it contained,” Cerys said. 

	She swallowed down the nausea and put all her focus on not letting it get out. “All right,” she said after a while. “I get the picture. Please get it out of me now.”

	“A reversal spell, repeat after me again.” Cerys spoke another incantation, and this time Isabella repeated it with far more gusto, eager for it to work straight away.

	Almost at once, she felt the heavy stone slide back out of her. Seconds later, Neela was back on her feet, fully revived. She blinked a couple of times, looked around in confusion, then scuttled to Ocrisia and climbed up onto her shoulder.

	“That felt bizarre,” Isabella said.

	Cerys’ eyes were gleaming. “But you can do it. We’ve established that you can do it. Now all you have to do is that but with Satan.”

	“We’ve established that I’m more powerful than a cockroach. That’s all.”

	“You can practice on larger creatures over the next few days. First, let’s get to the apothecary.”

	“But we just got here,” Isabella protested. She had her eye on a dessert cart a hatred demon was pushing alongside the tables, and she felt all the more need for it now to recover from the cockroach essence. 

	“Not now, we can still get smell and feel done today,” Cerys said, jumping up and clapping her hands together. 

	Not for the first time, Isabella wondered where she got the energy. 

	“We have the whole evening for places like these. Let’s make the Goddess proud and complete as much as we can today so we have long evening hours for leisure.” 

	 

	Cerys dragged them to a crumbling apothecary next. Potions and brews lined the shelves, a mingling of odours rising out of them more pungent than a sewer. Isabella held her sleeve over her nose as they walked past them and tried not to gag.

	“If we combine ommeocely, essegano, inoric, ekiacerel, and maybe a little worm somurlic, I think we’d have something resembling Satan’s general smell,” Cerys said.

	“What does Satan smell like?” Theo asked.

	“Kind of like… a combination of that smell people get when they age and when they are ill.” She took one of the jars off the shelf and pulled Isabella’s wrist towards her.

	Isabella pulled it back. “Do I have to?”

	“Relax, it’s harmless.” She sniffed it. “Partially right,” she said, before approaching the anxiety demon behind the counter and speaking a few words to him.

	He nodded and led them to a small room in the back of the apothecary. Isabella and Theo watched as he took out a cauldron and began adding various herbs and substances. When he was done, he took a sieve and strained it. The liquid that remained was murky and putrid. Cerys dabbed a little onto Isabella’s wrist and smelled it. It stung a little. She wrinkled her nose. 

	“Yes, I think that will do quite nicely,” Cerys said.  

	The apothecarist bottled it up for her, and Cerys traded the memory of her first time eating eclairs for it. “A win win,” she said with a wink at Isabella and Theo’s shocked faces. “Now I get to experience tasting eclairs for the first time again.”

	“I hope you’re careful about what memories you trade,” Isabella said. She found the demon bartering system most unsettling.

	“Of course,” Cerys said. “But I can always make more good memories. It’s the dead souls who live here permanently you want to worry about. Over time, all of the happy memories from their lives are gradually stripped away, leaving them with nothing but the bleak ones. It’s grim.” Her face sobered for a brief moment, then she brightened again. “And now taste!” She turned back to the demon and said some more to him in demon tongue. He looked surprised, but nodded, and set another cauldron over the firepit. Again they watched him concoct a potion, this one to be smeared on Isabella’s skin.

	“Do I want to ask what Satan tastes like?” Theo said.

	“Like vinegar and cabbage,” Cerys said. 

	The substance was sticky on her skin, and Isabella grabbed a cloth and washed it off immediately, eager to be rid of it. As soon as the anxiety demon had handed them a second vial of the oddest purchases Isabella had ever made, they stepped outside back into the dusklight, and the city smells of Calamitadel after the apothecary was almost like fresh air again. 

	“I really don’t see why all this is necessary,” Isabella muttered as they walked along the street. “Are the Jaukontrolēt really going to taste me?” 

	“They don’t need to,” Cerys said. “They’re very perceptive. They simply sense who people are, which is why the disguise has to cover all the senses. Though I suppose we don’t have to do anything for touch, considering that’s practically illegal here— oh, hello Firesh.” 

	Isabella glanced over. The havoc demon she’d seen only days before in the graveyard of Priestess Amadea’s church was passing by on the other side of the street, steering well clear of them. In his case, however, she doubted it was due to politeness. He levelled an icy glare at Isabella, lizard eyes seeped with loathing.

	“He’s a wee bit peeved with you,” Cerys said. “You got him banned from the second plane.”

	“Well, he shouldn’t have broken the rules.” 

	“He had a nice trade running on the black market supplying Calamitadel with sugarcane.” She sighed. “That dessert cart you were eyeing earlier might not exist were it not for him.”

	“Oh,” said Isabella. “Well—"

	“Shhh,” Cerys said, coming to an abrupt stop. She pulled Isabella and Theo back by the sleeves of their cloaks and looked around, her gaze alert and searching.

	Isabella looked too. Everyone around them, demons and dead humans alike, had stopped what they were doing. Silence settled over them, the grunts and growls and hissing of the demons stopped, the banging and clanking and odd explosion they had grown used to as normal city sounds stopped, even the blustering winds died down. An eery calm descended over the city, and all was as quiet and still as a crouching predator preparing to pounce.

	Isabella exchanged a perplexed glance with Theo, a knot of dread tightening in her stomach.  

	And then all hell broke loose. 

	 

	 


Chapter 20

	 

	Demons shrieked and screamed and wailed and bolted in every direction. Buildings shuddered. Remains of partially-standing walls fell with deafening clashes. Dust clouds leapt off the ground. The very air around them trembled with great groaning moans.

	“RUN,” said Cerys. She grabbed Isabella and Theo by the arms and dragged them along the street. 

	And then Isabella felt the shuddering beneath them. The earth quaked, a deep roar reverberating through its bowels.

	“Worms?” she shouted breathlessly.

	“No,” Cerys yelled back as splits began appearing in the ground and the quaking grew stronger. “Voracias.”

	It was more than just the ground. The fabric of the world itself was ripping. They ran, feet pounding along the road, jolted forwards by the quakes. Demons and humans all around them were running too, their screams piercing through the rumbling.  

	The air split right in front of Isabella and she came to a stumbling halt, frozen in terror, and stared. Huge paws with claws sharp as blades emerged from the tear and ripped it further open. She blinked, trying to process what she was seeing. The air itself torn apart like frayed satin. Behind the beast, she glimpsed the eternal depths of another dimension, the beast inside it crossing to theirs. It stuck its monstrous head out, eyes of fire staring back at her. Beneath them, long sabre teeth protruded from a blood-stained jaw, each tooth twice as big as Isabella’s hands. It snarled and drooled, the claws grasping for her. 

	Cerys yanked her back. “Come on!” 

	She allowed Cerys to drag her away, still looking in morbid fascination at the beast that had materialised through the air. Half of its body had crossed to this dimension now, though it didn’t appear to be able to cross further. It swiped its paws frantically, searching for something to grasp, then was suddenly sucked back in.

	She turned and ran properly now. Other dimensional tears surrounded them, dozens of the creatures straddling the divide with their hulking bodies, their gaping jaws roaring and snarling and grabbing for prey. Demons ran from their clutches, and not all escaped. Several were sucked in with the beasts, brief glimpses of their terrified faces flashing past Isabella as she ran. On her right, under the awning of a grocer’s, a rage demon she’d seen at the market that morning made it to the door, then was whisked away just as his fingers curled around the handle. 

	She looked ahead again, and this time saw Firesh trip Ocrisia mid-run. He cackled and watched the misery demon stumble and fall, Neela flying from her shoulder. A paw swiped down to grab her, and seconds later she, too, was gone. 

	Kāšnuntānt cythsrasskau ve huvksirt, someone yelled. 

	Isabella and Theo followed Cerys through the streets, dodging and ducking and weaving around the grasping claws, until she burst into a building, pulled them in, and slammed the door behind them.

	They leant against the door, breathing hard. “What the fuck are voracias?” Isabella gasped. The adrenaline still jolted through her, all senses on high alert. Theo immediately checked the windows, sword raised and at the ready. Only Cerys looked perfectly calm.

	“Demons from the second level,” she answered. The chaos outside was dying down already. Cerys placed a cautious hand on the brittle wood of the door, pushed it open and peeked out. “It’s all right, it’s over.”

	Isabella peered over her shoulder. The relative calm of the city had been restored, demons picking themselves up and continuing as they had been, muttering under their breaths.

	“What’s over?”

	“They’ve taken what they needed.”

	Isabella and Theo stared at her.

	“They come here every now and then to grab demons and humans and take them back to their dimension,” she explained.

	“To do what?”

	“No-one really knows. None of them ever come back. Eat them, probably. Or keep them as slaves. Not sure.” She registered the alarm plastered on their faces. “Don’t worry about it too much. The whole thing only takes a minute, then they’re gone again. The statistical probability of being grabbed is very small considering the population of Calamitadel.”

	“Right,” Isabella said. “Only worry about it a little bit, then.” 

	“How reassuring,” Theo mumbled.

	 

	Isabella looked around. They were in a tavern, as run-down and gloomy as any demon establishment. Cerys pulled them through it, and again led them through a tunnel and up a hidden staircase out the back. At the top, the door opened to reveal another tavern quite different from the one below. Like the restaurant, it approximated a Solistopian tavern as much as resources allowed. 

	A grudge demon stood behind the bar cleaning a glass and flicking a supervisory eye over the patrons. Behind him, shelves were lined with bottles of real, drinkable alcohol. A couple of humans sat at the bar, one drinking wine, the other sifting through a bowl of nuts. Tables were set out where more demons and humans sat in pleasant company, the chatter in here loud and jovial. In the corner, a quartet of demons played a jaunty tune on their fiddles. 

	They found a table and took their seats. Isabella was amazed to see some of the demons were touching. A friendly hand placed upon a shoulder, a casual pincer flung around a waist. Several were dancing, even, if it could be called that, in a small space cleared of tables. It was an awkward, gangly sort of dance, but they had their arms around each other and were clearly moving in time to the music.

	“Some demons,” Cerys said, seeing Isabella and Theo’s surprise, “do like touch, or are at least curious about it.”

	“By the Goddess’s second,” Isabel said, spotting a familiar face a few tables away. “Is that Tuveral?” 

	“Oh yes, he’s a regular here,” Cerys said. 

	“But he hates touching.”

	“It’s an act. He overcompensates so Bezathea won’t suspect.”

	Isabella watched him a moment, marvelling at the change in his manner. He sat back in his chair, one arm flung behind him, one of his legs comfortably settled in the lap of the annoyance demon by his side. The annoyance demon’s hand lightly rested on Tuveral’s shin, and they conversed easily. The usual pallid grey tinge of his skin was now speckled with a little colour and he had what passed as a smile on his face. It changed his sullen appearance quite drastically. 

	Cerys watched her watching him. “It’s very difficult for demons like him, you know,” she said. “They’re terrified they’ll be reported if anyone finds out. But they also desperately want to meet other demons that feel the same. There are certain looks, certain signals they can give each other to indicate it might be something they’re interested in, but it’s a dangerous game. So they come to places like this and hope the place won’t be raided.”

	“Raided?” Isabella asked.

	“By the Jaukontrolēt. Satan’s guards, the ones we have to trick. They’re really a particularly nasty breed of demon, you know, responsible for making sure no joy arises here. They’ll barge in and drag away any demon who violates Satan’s laws. Kind of like Solistopia’s City Watch.”

	At this, both Isabella and Theo bristled. 

	“The Solistopian City Watch are nothing like that,” Isabella protested.

	Cerys shrugged. “From the perspective of some, there is little difference.” 

	A panic demon took their order, and soon a flagon of wine was set on their table with three glasses. It was as good as any she’d had on the second plane, Isabella thought at the first sip, in fact she rather suspected it might be from the exact same supplier she ordered her own from. “I’ll never understand,” she said. “Why demons drink the sludge they do when they could have this instead. Why do they do that to themselves?”

	“They don’t want to risk any feelings of elation that might arise from being tipsy,” Theo said.

	“That’s why they don’t drink what we do,” Cerys agreed. “But actually, they quite approve of the depressive properties of alcohol. Those sludges are alcohol of a sort.”

	“Are they really?” Isabella said, surprised. “They smell toxic.”

	“Which alcohol is. They’re potions specially concocted to make you feel the way you do when you partake in too much wine. All woe-is-me and melancholic at the first sip, completely skipping the more enjoyable feelings that come first.”

	This went so beyond Isabella’s understanding she could only gape. “But that’s horrific. To not just avoid joy, but actively stamp it out and welcome misery. Why do they want to feel miserable?”

	“It’s all they’ve ever known. Satan’s teachings instil in them terrible feelings of guilt and shame for enjoying anything pleasurable, so they seek comfort in misery instead.”

	“I picked up an interesting Farskian phrase at the markets this morning,” Theo said. Vvairstīenken prieskau.” Literally translates to something like ‘guilty pleasure’.”

	Theo had changed, too, Isabella thought when she turned to him. He looked ever more at ease with himself, the stiff mannerisms she was used to seeing on him all but gone. “That makes no sense,” she said.

	“Something you feel bad about enjoying,” Cerys said.

	“Because it causes harm to others?”

	“No, just any little thing you might enjoy.”

	“Then I don’t understand the concept at all. I feel bad about many things, but only things that actually are bad.”

	Cerys refilled her glass and stated her next words in her typically blunt way. “Like condemning innocent people to eternal torture.” 

	Isabella met her gaze directly. “Yes. I own it, you know that. But I do not feel bad about harmless pleasures. Satan must be a sadist to create such a concept.” 

	“Rebelling against the Goddess, I should think,” Cerys said with a shrug. “She grew up always resenting her for her love of life, her joyous nature. She wanted to punish people who took joy in things, so she created the underworld with all its hell dimensions where joy was never allowed to set foot. Which is why places such as this are illegal.” 

	Isabella glanced around at the demons in the tavern, all of them behaving quite differently from the way they did on the streets. Tuveral nodded his head at her in greeting. She nodded back. “Why don’t the demons rebel, then, if it’s not what they really want?” she asked Cerys.

	“Most of them do want it. The ones here are outliers.”

	“Sometimes, I understand it a little,” Theo said. “The desire to just be miserable.”

	“Really?” said Isabella.

	“I’ve drunken their sludges. It makes the misery well up inside you, you overflow with resentment, you think of the ways you’ve been slighted – real or even only just imagined  –  and you build up scenarios in your head that never even happened, but you imagine they could, and the resentment builds and builds until it overflows… and it feels good, in a way, to indulge in that resentment.” He stopped talking when he saw Isabella’s face. “Sometimes it just feels good to wallow in misery,” he hurriedly explained.

	“I see,” Isabella said, though she didn’t really. She took a long swig of her wine and pondered it. “Well, I still don’t understand why any human would want to step foot in this world. Not when you can live in the Goddess’s world, where the rules are quite simple. Be a good person, do not harm others, live a productive life, and alongside it freely enjoy all the things you enjoy. But then, I suppose, it turns out I have not been doing that at all.”

	“What do you mean?” Theo asked.

	“I always thought I was a good commander.”

	“You’re an excellent commander,” he said dutifully, his guard-like manner making a brief reappearance.

	“You’re not on duty now, Theo,” Cerys said.

	“I’m not excellent at all,” said Isabella. “I thought I was doing a good job. I thought I was fighting for justice, but it turns out I have been condemning innocent people to eternal torture.”

	“You forget all the good you have done,” Theo said. “All the lives you’ve saved, all the victims you’ve fought so hard for, and have gotten justice for.”

	She shook her head and stared into the deep red of her wine. “It’s not enough. I failed Kaeso. His death is my fault because of the stupidest mistake. I wasn’t observant enough. If I’d just paid more attention, I would have been able to clear his name.”

	“But you did all you could at the time,” Theo said. 

	“No, she didn’t,” Cerys said. “She literally just said being more observant would have saved him.”

	Theo threw Cerys an irritated look, and though what she said was true, Isabella could not help but feel relieved that his loyalty still lay with her despite his budding friendship with Cerys. 

	“I’m not going to mollycoddle it,” Cerys said brusquely. “You chose a profession that affects whether people live or die, so it’s your responsibility to get it right. You fucked up and people died because of it, I won’t give you any platitudes to make you feel better about it.”

	“I want no platitudes,” Isabella said.

	Theo sat up in his chair and set his glass down with a thud. “You can’t talk about her like that. She was up against a chief who constantly shot her down, there wasn’t anything more she could do.”

	“No, she’s right, Theo,” Isabella said, placing a hand on his arm. “I’m touched you’re sticking up for me, but I do not deserve it. I didn’t stand up to the Chief near as much as I should have. I tried, but then I backed down, and backing down when lives are on the line isn’t good enough.”

	“The good news is we can remedy it,” Cerys said. “I can teach you to be more observant.”

	“Oh,” said Isabella. “I mean I was just going to, you know… be more observant from now on.”

	“And have you been?”

	“Well—”

	Cerys smiled that irritatingly triumphant smile of hers. “Without looking, what sort of demon is sitting at the third table in front of the bar?”

	“Ah,” said Isabella. “Well, I didn’t lo—”

	“What colour is the floor?”

	Isabella stared at her.

	“Which claw is the grudge demon behind us scratching himself with?”

	“What does that have to do with anything?”

	“How many live humans are in here right now, versus dead ones?”

	Isabella looked around, startled. “There are other live humans in here?”

	“You have to train yourself to do this constantly. You scope out every place you enter and remember every detail. When I impersonate someone, I spy on them for days and observe their every characteristic, their every mannerism, their way of being. You need to learn to do this too if you want to catch the bastards.”

	“I hardly see how the way someone scratches themself could ever be relevant.”

	“Any little thing may turn out to be relevant. You have to observe every tiny detail, no matter how insignificant.” Her gaze fell to the wound on Isabella’s arm, faded now, but still visible. “You could have avoided that if you had.”

	“I couldn’t have. It was under an invisibility spell.”

	“No, it was an illusion spell. There’s a difference. You could have seen it if you’d looked harder. If you hadn’t wanted the cheese to just be there for you. If you can learn to do what I do, maybe then you’ll be a good commander. Maybe then you’ll have earned all your precious charms.”

	“I earn them,” Isabella said, though she’d been feeling dubious about that for a while now. “They wouldn’t bestow them upon me if I had not. That’s the entire point of the system.” 

	“Really? Even that communication charm you have stowed away in your bag? What did you do to deserve that?

	Isabella fell silent.

	“And it just so happens, does it,” Cerys continued, “that those who earn them are amongst the most powerful in society? Thus ever-increasing their power, and giving those without power even less of a chance to bring themselves up in the world?”

	“That’s not how it works,” Isabella said, barely supressing the anger bubbling up. “And what right do you of all people have to say I do not deserve them? You, who simply steal them for yourself. Anyone can have charms bestowed on them, regardless of their station in life. All it requires is for the enchantresses to deem you worthy by living a good life. If you are resentful you have never been granted a charm, you only have to look at your own lifestyle to see why.”

	“No, I make no claim of deserving them myself. But what about Theo? Is he not a good person?”

	“Of course he is.”

	Theo pulled his arm down from waving the server over and looked awkwardly between the two of them. 

	“Then why haven’t the enchantresses ever granted him a charm?”

	“Well, I don’t know. You’d have to ask them.” 

	“It couldn’t be because he is poor, and a man, and they are biased against seeing him as deserving.”

	“No,” said Isabella with a sharp glare. “Anyone can earn a charm.”

	“And yet, the only people they actually bestow them upon are rich women. And it’s not just about being biased against men. They also have a vested interest in making a small group of people more powerful. Think about how much power that communication charm gives you. A small group of the most powerful women in the city now have an instant communication network only they can access.”

	Isabella opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again. She looked at Theo guiltily.

	He thanked the panic demon for bringing them a second flagon and shrugged. “I never expected to be granted any. But the Commander does deserve them. She puts her life on the line every day for the good of the people. She has done a lot of good, far more than she has done harm. She’s saved countless lives. You don’t know everything, Cerys.”

	“Hah,” said Cerys, “of course they’ll spout the line that anyone can get one. They want everyone to think they can, if only they are “good” enough. If only they stay in line. It’s carrot dangling. A means of controlling people. And that is why I refuse to partake in such a system, but yes, I’ll happily steal from a corrupt system.” 

	Isabella glanced away. It was hard to argue when she no longer felt deserving of any of her charms, but she couldn’t give Cerys the satisfaction of agreeing with her. 

	“I don’t want to quarrel,” Cerys said after a moment of tense silence. “We came here to enjoy ourselves. Let’s dance.”

	Isabella eyed the dancefloor. Several couples awkwardly flailed about on it. “I don’t particularly feel like dancing right now.”

	“Sure you do. You love dancing.”

	“Stop pretending you know everything about me.”

	“But I do. I know you. I know much more about you than you do about me. I’ve been observing you for years.”

	“So you’ve been spying on me.”

	“Actually no, not that I’m averse to spying. But with you, I just take note of things when our paths happen to collide. I see the way your eyes light up when music plays.”

	“Well, I do not particularly want to dance with you of all people.”

	Cerys sat back. “Fine. Theo?”

	“Theo doesn’t like dancing.”

	“He has his own voice.”

	Theo gave Isabella an apologetic look. “Actually I do quite like dancing.”

	 


Chapter 21

	 

	Isabella watched Cerys and Theo make their way to the space serving as a kind of dancefloor. The fiddlers played a waltz now, and they stepped in amongst the other dancers and swayed in time to the harmony. She looked away again. A window on the other side of the room let in the murky light and she wandered over and stared out. They were near the top of a barren hill, the hillside stretching out steep and rocky before her, down to a debris-littered street below. She stood there, stewing with her thoughts for a while, until her gaze pulled her back to Cerys. 

	She’d observed Cerys plenty. Countless times her eye had been drawn to her, and she’d seen all manner of things. The trouble was, she remained a mystery because everything Cerys did was designed to be perceived exactly as Cerys wanted to be seen. Isabella did not see how watching her dance could tell her anything more. Still, she watched carefully now, casting a fresh eye over her. She was just dancing. Her hair swung with every move, causing her brief moments of annoyance every time it fell over her face. She kept it as long and loose as ever, each strand oiled so well it shone under the skylights. 

	So she was inexplicably stubborn about not wearing her hair in a more practical style. And what of it? This told Isabella nothing of significance.

	After several dances, Isabella’s curiosity got the better of her. She walked over to the dancefloor and tapped Theo on the shoulder. “May I cut in?”

	Theo stepped away, and Cerys wrapped her arms around her.

	“All right,” Isabella said. “Tell me something about yourself I don’t know.”

	“Oh no,” Cerys said, with a gentle shake of her head. “You have to figure it out yourself.”

	“I find there is little point in observing you when it’s all an act. Is anything about you real?

	“What do you mean?”

	“How much is the way you act just that, an act?”

	“When I’m not in disguise, none at all. I’m just me.”

	“But you’re all over the place. You switch from caring to cunning to vengeful to cold to empathetic in the blink of an eye.” 

	She shrugged. “All of it is me. I’m a lot of things.” She slid her arms down to Isabella’s hips and pulled her in closer. 

	Isabella resisted only a moment before allowing herself to be drawn in. She should pull away, she knew, and she almost did. She would, in just a moment. She was making herself too vulnerable again, too complacent. 

	But though the depressive cloak had lessened over the course of the day, it was still there, an ever-present oppressive force, and she couldn’t resist allowing herself just this one moment of relief from it. Sticking with Cerys even after her betrayal, feeling drawn to her when she should be running for the hills, was a source of confusion and irritation at her own actions, but she was tired of grappling with it. She couldn’t ignore that Cerys’ presence helped drive away the cloak, and this world was too bleak, too joyless, not to allow herself that small bit of respite. 

	Cerys’ arms around her now were like a protective shield that drove it off almost completely. She could breathe properly again, feel light and free again. She would indulge in this embrace for just a little longer, just till the end of the dance, then she would get a grip of herself. 

	Several dances later, the cloak had lifted completely, and she felt as well as she ever did on the second plane. She was herself again. They were in a close embrace, chins resting on each other’s shoulders, and Isabella was still telling herself she would pull back in just a moment. 

	Cerys lifted her head first, and she could not quell a pang of disappointment. Then she felt lips on the nape of her neck, a soft nuzzle that sent a tingle through her, and now she did pull back, ready to pull Cerys’ lips towards her own despite her best judgement.

	Commotion from below startled them out of their embrace.

	Isabella turned to see the grudge demon leaping onto the bar, frantically waving his arms around to catch the attention of the entire room. “Visi plussē koslisckija ir šeit,” he said in a hushed but urgent whisper.

	Instantly the tavern quietened. The fiddlers stopped playing, the raucous laughter coming from a card table ceased, the friendly chatter died down.

	“Jaukontrolēt,” Cerys whispered to Isabella. She reached for her hand and clutched it. “They’re downstairs.”

	The grudge demon spoke some more hushed, anxious words to the crowd. 

	“Don’t move,” Cerys translated. “If we’re very quiet, they may not detect us.”

	Isabella glanced around. Dozens of demon faces with looks of sheer terror stretched across their veiny skin, their collective breaths held, all still as statues. Sounds from the tavern below drifted up through the floorboards, muffled shouts, bangs, the heated tones of an argument. Glass smashing. The clattering of hooves. She looked at the floorboard she was standing on; it had become a precarious means of betrayal. One sway of her body and she knew it would creak.

	But the shouts faded, the sound of the hooves faded, and, bit by bit, a sense of cautious relief washed over the tavern. 

	The relief was premature.

	A piercing shriek rang out from a havoc demon in their midst, followed by a series of discordant howls, and though Isabella couldn’t understand the words, he was clearly alerting the Jaukontrolēt to their presence.

	The entire tavern turned on him in horror. A brief moment of silence, then the shouting downstairs started up anew, the hooves clattering back across the floor below them. 

	“Fucking havoc demons!” Cerys cried.

	The next few minutes were a whirl of confusion. In an instant, the hooves were pounding up the stairs so hard it made the walls shake, seconds later loud thuds rammed against the door. Demons ran this way and that hissing and shrieking, the previously jovial tavern transformed into panicked chaos. 

	Isabella was still looking at the door when a hoof punched its way through.

	Cerys grabbed her hand and dragged her to the window. Demons surged towards it, clambering out, pushing each other out of the way, shouting their guttural cries all the while. Tables burst into flame. Beer steins transformed into bats. Part of the floor turned into a swirling black vortex. Isabella looked on in horror as one of the fiddlers was sucked into it.

	“Stop cursing, you stupid dolts,” Cerys screamed at them as a flaming rock whipped past Isabella’s face. 

	She looked around wildly for Theo. He was nowhere to be seen. Cerys pulled her to the window sill. 

	“Theo,” she screamed. 

	“We have to go, now,” Cerys yelled.

	“THEO,” Isabella screamed again. 

	Then a panel of the door was ripped off and the face of the most terrifying demon Isabella had ever seen stood peering through it. She froze, unable to tear her eyes away. This was a different breed of demon, nothing like the regular residents of Calamitadel, who, for all that they were, really only wanted to spread doom and gloom. Even the voracia demons didn’t seem so bad in comparison, beasts which, Isabella assumed, probably only wanted to tear off her flesh and devour it. An awful fate, yes, but there was no malice behind a creature needing to eat. 

	The Jaukontrolēt was different. One glimpse alone was enough to sense its desire to cause pain, suffering, torment. It broadcast that desire gladly, stared at her from across the room and let her see what it would do. It wouldn’t tear off her flesh, it would tear apart her soul. The chaos around her melted away as she looked into the eyes fixed on her through a broken off panel. She couldn’t hear anything, feel anything, see anything except those eyes. They bore into her, and she saw them see right into her soul. It knew her, it knew who she was, it saw her for every single aspect of the person she was, the things that made her her, and those were the things it would tear apart and drench with torment and leave in scattered ruins.  

	Hands on her face tore her gaze away. 

	“ISABELLA,” the scream finally broke through to her, and only now did she realise Cerys had been screaming at her the whole time. 

	She kept her hands firmly on either side of Isabella’s head so she couldn’t turn it back. “Don’t look at the eyes.”

	“Theo,” Isabella said. 

	He was beside her suddenly, crushed between several demons. Cerys reached out and grabbed him, launched them both towards the window sill. They tumbled over it, scrambling to grasp onto anything in reach. The last thing Isabella saw before her feet slipped down the rocky hillside was gleaming red hands ripping the door off its hinges with brute force. 

	They scaled down the hill, demons climbing and tumbling and falling all around them. Anguished shrieks continued above. The ground rushed to meet them when they jumped the last few feet, and then they ran, but Isabella’s legs were treacle again, she was moving through water. 

	Cerys was still dragging her, tugging her, hand tightly clenched around her wrist, shouting at her to hurry. Theo was beside her running as sluggishly as she was. Her heart pounded. Jabs of pain shot up her legs. She didn’t dare look behind her, just focussed on putting one foot after the other, stared at Cerys’ boots in front of her and copied them, one foot then the other, again and again. 

	She only realised the screams had faded some time ago when the door to the demon couple’s hovel loomed upon them. Cerys burst inside and dragged them in. She slammed the door shut, slid the bolts, and collapsed against it.

	Isabella and Theo fell against the walls, all of them staring at each other and gasping for breath.

	“Hah!” Cerys broke out with a sudden laugh once she had regained her breath. “Well, that was fun.”

	Isabella gaped at her. “No it wasn’t. It was awful.”

	Cerys brushed it off. “Now you know what you lot put me through all the time.”

	“The dark cloak is back,” Theo said, his voice rasping.

	“Mine too,” Isabella said. “Heavier than ever.”

	“Resist it,” Cerys said. Having collected herself, she half ran downstairs, Isabella and Theo weakly following. “Who wants a cup of tea?” 

	“No thanks,” Theo said. “I’m going to bed. I need to recover.”

	“Me too,” Isabella said.

	“Oh,” Cerys said, a flicker of disappointment crossing her face. “Well, if you’re sure.” She sat down at the kitchen table by herself. “Goodnight.”

	“Goodnight,” they replied.

	“Goodnight,” Bezathea said, poking her head around the corner, and they all shrieked. She stared at them. “May your dreams be joyless.”

	“Fuck,” said Isabella, remembering something. “Tuveral. Is he—”

	Cerys gave a sharp shake of the head.

	“Is he here?” she finished.

	Bezathea gazed at her through shrouded eyes. “In his library. He has just returned from sitting atop his favourite rock.”

	Isabella raced to the library, Cerys and Theo following closely. He sat huddled in his armchair, as grey-faced and sullen as ever, straggly hair plastered down his scalp. He looked up and grimaced when he saw them. 

	Isabella breathed a sigh of relief. “Good night, Tuveral.”

	He scowled at her and gave no reply, put his head back in his book. But she thought she saw the corner of his mouth flick up in the smallest hint of a smile.

	“Get ready for tomorrow,” Cerys called after Isabella and Theo as they dragged their exhausted legs downstairs. “We’ll start with sound. You have an entire language to learn!”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 22

	 

	“Skēsssr-ti,” Tuveral said. 

	“Skēsssr-ti,” Isabella repeated, imitating him as best she could. The sound floated oddly around her mouth, clunky and awkward. They sat in the library, translation dictionaries spread all over the moth-holed carpet.   

	Bezathea’s scales turned dark with rage at hearing her language so butchered. “No,” she growled. “Skēsssr-ti.”

	“Skēsssr-ti,” Isabella tried again.   

	Bezathea glared at her so severely Isabella had to turn away, the wave of shame the demon emitted hitting her with intense force. 

	Tuveral shook his head with a weary sigh.

	“I’m sorry,” Isabella said desperately. “I’m doing my best.” She shrank away from Bezathea, who was making the most of her discovery that inadequacy was the best way to make Isabella feel shame. “This is no good. I can’t even say yes in demon tongue. How do you expect me to sound like Satan by the ball?”

	A flash of tongue shot out of Bezathea’s mouth, and with it, a furious hiss.

	Cerys glanced up from her armchair. “I think that means you should probably stop calling it ‘demon tongue’.” She observed the lesson with idle amusement, a mug of tea cradled in her hands and a gratified look on her face. 

	Isabella pushed down the frustration welling up. “Oh. Is that wrong?”

	“It’s a little insensitive. There are many different demon languages for one, and you’re lumping them all in together. Call it by its name, Farskian.”

	“Te hrssskl sersssso catoseāssr,” Theo called out from across the library, where he stood by one of the bookshelves and flicked through the pages of a book Tuveral had recommended. 

	Isabella stared at him, unable to keep the frustration spilling over. Her own failure at this was unacceptable. “How can you speak it already? How can everyone can do it except me?”

	“I only know a few phrases,” he said with a shrug. “You pick it up bit by bit if you listen carefully.”

	She gazed down at the words on the yellowed pages, the letters swimming before her a jumble of garbled nonsense, and despaired at how lost she felt. “How did you learn it?” she asked Cerys.

	Cerys gave one of her little triumphant smiles. “I’m going to let you in on a little secret. My Farskian is actually pretty basic. I know just enough to trick people into thinking I’m fluent.”

	Isabella was dubious. “You’ve been speaking it perfectly well the entire time we’ve been here.”

	She shook her head. “I’ve learnt enough to get by, but that’s not near as much as you would think. When you’re just stopping by a place, you quickly realise you say the same sentences over and over again, so you only need to learn those things. But also, once you hear the language all around you for a time, you get a sense of the rhythm and you understand when people are asking yes/no questions even if you don’t understand the question. You can guess which is the appropriate answer depending on their tone. And here’s the really important part for you — you can understand a lot more than you think you can simply by observing body language, mannerisms, gestures, and tone. Then context will tell you the rest. With all that, I can give all the appearance of knowing exactly what’s going on, though it’s really mostly educated guesswork.” 

	Isabella found that hard to believe. Of course you could guess a lot based on body language and context, but you couldn’t understand with the accuracy Cerys clearly did when she spoke to demons. 

	Cerys grinned. “Don’t look at me with such suspicion. This is good news. You don’t really need to learn a whole language before the ball, obviously that’s impossible. Just don’t initiate conversation with anyone and know when you need to nod or shake your head. All you really need to learn is the commands Satan gives the Jaukontrolēt.”

	“Well, even that much is too much for my capabilities,” Isabella said with a defeated sigh. Tuveral and Bezathea were shooting clipped, stilted grunts and hisses at each other in their respective corners, and the sounds were as foreign and baffling to her as ever. “I’ll never understand it.”

	Cerys put her tea down and came over to sit next to Isabella. “Look,” she said, drawing close to her. “Watch them. Listen to them. Really listen. They’re not just making a bunch of hissing sounds.”

	Isabella looked again at the two demons and did as she said, though she was sure it would do no good. But she watched and she listened, and after a time, she had to admit she could somewhat guess the gist of it. More than she would have expected. The tone and the gestures and the expressions conveyed more meaning than she’d realised, and knowing something of Tuveral and Bezathea’s characters also helped a lot.

	“Look how much you can learn just from watching them,” Cerys whispered in her ear. “Every inclination of the head, every curve of the lips, every flicker of the eyelid.”

	“They’re arguing about us,” Isabella said, warming to the exercise. “But they’re trying to make it sound like they’re not. Look, you can tell by how they’re very purposefully not looking at us.”

	“You see,” Cerys said, nudging her with her elbow. “It’s not so hard.”

	“She’s mad at him for not doing something. What didn’t he do?” 

	“Figure it out yourself.”

	Isabella watched intently now, fascinated at how much she was able to glean. She knew part of the pervading sense of loneliness she felt in Calamitadel was due to being shut out of proper communication, and cracking open the door of comprehension made everything feel just a little less lonely. “Something he didn’t do to us.” She clutched Cerys’ arm. “What didn’t he do to us?”

	Cerys laughed and refused to enlighten her. “Educated guesswork, Isy. Think about everything you know about them, about what’s happened here, and put the puzzle pieces together.”

	She watched a moment longer, and finally it clicked. “Oh. He never used his essence on us. She’s pretty peeved about it.”

	Cerys nodded. “He’s a guilt demon. But you’ve never felt guilty in his presence, have you?”

	She shook her head.

	“He supressed it, for our sake.”

	“Huh,” said Isabella.

	“And now Theo, what can you tell me about him?” she said softly, directing Isabella’s gaze to where Theo sat poring through a book of Farskian to Viatanesian translations.

	“He’s just reading, what can I tell from that?”

	“Tell me what you know about him. What sort of man would you say he is?”

	“A hard worker. A loyal guard.”

	“But what sort of personality does he have?”

	“He’s quite serious. A bit too stiff and proper. Usually, that is.”

	“No, that’s not who he is at all. He acts that way around you because you’re his boss. The real Theo is bold and boisterous and fun, is always up for a shenanigan or two, drinks a tavern out of its stock and a dozen sailors out of their seed of an evening, and has a dark fascination with the macabre, which is why, on occasion, he patronises demon taverns.”

	Isabella pulled away from her. “Oh, stop it. He does not go to demon taverns.”

	“He does. He is a hard worker, you’ve got that part right. He’s serious about doing his job properly — well, except for the handful of dalliances with Liam in the guardhouse record storage room — but other than that, he works hard. He lives his life exactly as the Goddess would have us do so — spends his days diligently applying himself and his nights in gloriously orgiastic hedonism — and still gets no charms.”  

	“You are spying on us, aren’t you? How many members of the City Watch do you spy on? And to what end?” 

	“No, I’m really not. I know what Theo is like because I listen to the things he says and does and how he acts. That’s it. That’s all I do. You should know who he is far better than I do, but you don’t look hard enough.”

	“Kjf sērrrskl sertokss,” Theo called out, making her jump. She shot her head towards him, worried their whispering had risen too high. But he was engrossed in his book, only excited about discovering a new phrase.

	“Ah, yes,” Cerys said, sitting back and clapping Isabella on the back. “Open the portal chamber. You’ll certainly need to learn that one.”

	 

	 

	“Kjf sērrrskl sertokss,” Isabella repeated to herself slowly, carefully, trying out the sounds on her tongue. “Kjf sērrrskl sertokss.” She walked along the blustery Calamitadel road, staring at her feet so as not to stumble, and practiced what she’d learnt over the past two days. A storm raged and she was drenched through and through, thunder and lightning rolling through the skies, but she had grown used to the weather conditions now and saw it as no reason not to walk to a nearby overground bakery.

	The past few days had been busy and gratifyingly productive. They’d covered the basics of Farskian — Skēsssr-ti which the dictionaries had as one of the words for yes, but more closely translated to “if I must,” Rjark ye srek, which was kind of like no, but more like “how dare you,” Fersssk ye restŏnsssssk, which Theo had thought was good afternoon, and certainly the dictionaries agreed it was a greeting but it covered all hours of the day and was more like “you are in my presence,” as well as anything they could think Satan might have reason to say, and Cerys had spent a lot of time teaching her how to accurately mimic Satan’s voice, speech patterns, body language, and general way of being. 

	She’d learnt several incantations off by heart and practiced them on several strange species of animals, and even a willing tedium demon, all of whom had slumped into unconsciousness when she’d successfully drained them of their essence, and she felt satisfyingly pleased with her progress.  

	“Kjf sērrrskl sertokss,” Cerys agreed, squeezing her hand. “You’re almost sounding like a local.” 

	A demon passed, raging against the unceasing gusts.

	“Fersssk ye restŏnsssssk,” Cerys said, yelling quite cheerfully through the rain.

	“Fersssk ye restŏnsssssk.” Isabella said it too, she knew that one. You are in my presence. An odd greeting, but that was demons for you. And she supposed it lent itself well to be taken positively, negatively, or neutrally depending on tone. The demon nodded and said it back, and fought on. 

	“It makes my mouth move in strange ways,” Isabella grumbled. But she had to admit she was pleased. She’d communicated, and again she appreciated how even such cursory communication made this world feel less lonely. 

	“Where did Theo go?” Cerys said suddenly.

	They looked back. He was standing under the awning of a potions shop, marvelling at its wares.

	“Hurry up,” Isabella called. “I’m starving.”

	The storm was so severe they didn’t notice it at first, drenched in rain that spattered in sideways and wind battering their faces amidst the deafening thunder. But something made Isabella pause mid-step, and she stared at the ground, slick with wet and fast transforming to mud. A deep rumbling arose from its depths, the vibrations strong in her boots, and she was about to warn the others the worms were coming early. 

	But when she looked up, she saw it was in the air too. Vibrating air, shaking and shimmering and buzzing with energy, straining to crack open and swallow them whole.

	“Voracias!” she yelled, just as a fresh burst of thunder rolled across the skies and a horde of fire locusts exploded into the air. Cracks tore open at her feet and she stumbled where she stood. Beside her, Cerys was thrown several feet forward onto a patch of rocks. The shrieking and wailing and cursing of the demons rang out through the thunder, and the mad dash to escape the tearing in the atmosphere began. 

	Isabella ran to Cerys and hauled her up. She turned to where Theo had been standing a moment ago under the potion shop’s awning. He was gone.

	“We have to get Theo,” she yelled. 

	A crack ripped open in the air in front of them and they jumped back, the gaping abyss appearing before their eyes. Cerys dragged her back still further, but not before she glimpsed its depths. A voracia crawled towards them, drool slithering from its jaw, hungry eyes set right on Isabella. A paw grasped the edge of their dimension, curled its claws around and hauled its massive body partway out. 

	Cerys yanked her back, grabbed her and made her run, and as they turned she felt the whisper of the paw’s death-touch scraping against her skin. She felt the suction too, sucking her towards the abyss, but the adrenaline that burst through her was stronger. She jolted forward, her body knowing it had to to escape death, and the touch fell away. Once they had made it to the awning, she looked back to see the creature still grasping around for any victim in its path. Unsuccessful and knowing time was up, its gruesome features twisted to rage as it was abruptly sucked back into its own dimension. 

	The chaos stopped as quickly as it had started. The monsters disappeared. The air repaired itself, the cracks sealed up. The demons stopped cursing, the bats and beetles and fire locusts found hidden spots to settle in, and the underworld returned to its standard stormy weather.

	Isabella ran inside the shop and looked for Theo. “Did a man come in here?” she asked the fear demon cautiously lowering herself from the ceiling lamp. “A live one?”

	The demon shook her head.

	She came out again, ran to the middle of the street and yelled his name.

	“Isy,” Cerys said, tugging her arm.

	“He’ll be taking cover somewhere,” she said.

	“Isy,” Cerys said again, her voice soft. “Look.” 

	She followed Cerys’ gaze. Theo’s sword lay in the mud in two pieces, broken in half, bloody pawprints around the blade.

	Isabella stared at the sword and refused to understand.

	Cerys placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

	 


Chapter 23

	 

	Isabella looked into Cerys’ eyes, confused as to why she was gazing at her with such sorrow and resignation. “He’s not dead,” she snapped. “How do we get to the second level?”

	“We can’t. Once they’re gone, they’re gone.”

	“There must be a way. If they can travel between dimensions, so can we.” She turned on her heel and strode back towards the demon hovel, barely feeling the rain striking her from all directions.

	“Isabella,” Cerys said, hurrying after her. “I’m sorry. But no-one taken by voracias has ever returned. And only voracias can open the cracks between the two levels.”

	Isabella ignored her. “Tuveral will help us. He must know a way.” 

	She burst into the hovel drenched to the bone, streams of water pouring off her, blocked out Cerys’ protestations, and raced down to the library. “Tuveral,” she gasped. 

	He looked up from his book, startled. 

	“How do the voracias open the dimensions?” 

	He stared back, uncomprehending.

	Cerys rushed in behind her and said a few words in Farskian. His expression softened. Isabella understood only one word of it, Theo.

	Tuveral shook his head, that same look of resignation crossing his face.

	Isabella slammed her hand against a bookshelf. “Don’t give me that, we absolutely can save him.” 

	Again he shook his head, and said something more.

	“The only way we could get there,” Cerys translated, “is to wait until they come again, and voluntarily be taken by them. But that would be suicide.” 

	“And how long will that be?”

	“Could be any time. A few hours, a few days, a few weeks.”

	“We don’t have that long before they…” Nausea bubbled up inside her, clutched at her throat, and she sat down in one of the armchairs and put her head in her hands. “Before they devour him, or do Goddess knows what else.”

	Cerys crouched beside her and took her hands. “I loved Theo too,” she said. “But we have to accept that he is gone.”

	Isabella pulled back sharply. “How can you give up so easily?”

	“I’m being realistic. If we let them take us, we would only be putting ourselves in the same position Theo is. All of us dead instead of just one.”

	“You don’t have to come. I can save him alone.”

	“Isy, please see reason. You won’t ever come back. You’ll die.”

	“I said when I came here I was prepared to take that risk.”

	“It’s quite different. You’re safe-ish in the first level — well, you know what I mean, relatively safe. You won’t be in the second level.” 

	The panic in her chest tightened like a vice. Isabella willed it away and forced herself to speak calmly. “The alternative is to just leave him there. I would not be able to live with myself if I did that, so either way, I die.”

	A sad smile crossed Cerys’ face and she reached out and stroked Isabella’s cheek. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

	Isabella wrapped her arms around herself and turned her head away. She stared at a spot on the wall, the wallpaper yellowed and peeling, and found she no longer had it in her to keep contained the weight that had been suffocating her ever since she’d seen their faces peering down at her. The faces of all those humans she’d condemned to torture. She opened her mouth, and in a low, hollow voice exposed more of herself to Cerys than she knew she ought to. “You don’t understand. I can barely get through each passing moment with the blood of those thirty-seven humans on my hands. I have failed in everything and the guilt of it is killing me. My failings, my inadequacy, my incompetence, is the cause of everything. I failed to get justice for Priestess Amadea, for Aurelie d’Agna, for Dion Fergagion, and many more victims besides. Theo knew that, and he was only here to help me. He could have been safe in Solistopia, but he chose to risk his life for me. My conscience is breaking under the weight of it all. If it has to bear Theo’s blood as well, it will be the end of me.”

	Cerys sat back on her heels. She considered this for a long moment, her face uncharacteristically pensive. Then she nodded slowly. “Well, all right then.” 

	Isabella gave her a questioning look. “All right what?”

	“There’s nothing for it, we shall go to the second level and get him back.” 

	Isabella half expected to see she spoke in mockery. But she said the words plainly, factually, as though there were nothing more self-evident. So often her expression had a veneer of artificiality to it, faint, but present enough to sense a concealment of sorts. The veneer was nowhere to be seen now. It had lifted, and it left her bare-faced. She was sincere, despite genuinely believing going to the second level to be a suicide mission. 

	Isabella blinked and the moment passed, Cerys back to her usual brusque self. She stood, brushed herself off, and looked at Isabella as though she were a teacher scolding her pupil. “Though I do think you need to learn which responsibilities are yours to bear and which aren’t. It’s not your fault Theo came to Calamitadel. He made his own choice for his own reasons, just like you did. Don’t take his choice from him. Now, we’ll need a plan.” She began to pace back and forward, her focus completely redirected. “Voracias are almost impossible to kill. They’re bigger, stronger, more powerful than us.” 

	“Resjsk,” said Tuveral. He peered at them over the top of his book from his corner, sunken eyes swivelling.

	Cerys nodded. “Resjsk, perfect. It’s a type of poison. An injection of it into a voracia’s heart is one of the only ways to kill it. We’d have to dip our swords into it and plunge it into their chests. But first how would we get there?” Her pacing sped up, and she was animated and bright now she had a plan to make. “Probably our best bet would be to find somewhere high up, wait for them to come, and when a voracia crawls out of a tear below us, jump onto its back. They can’t attack us if we stay on top of them.” 

	Isabella stared, bewildered, at this whiplash of a change. Cerys had said her piece, then swiftly moved to action. She believed this would end in their deaths but accepted it had to happen and wasted no time wringing her hands about it. It was admirable, and it reminded Isabella that in no circumstances could Cerys come with her. “What about that viscera demon?” she asked. “He was going to send me to the deepest dimension. Can’t he send me to the second level?”

	“He wasn’t actually sending you there. He was just making you relive Kaeso’s memories. Physically, you were in the first level the whole time.”

	“Well, I need to get there right now. Those ghastly creatures could be tearing Theo’s limbs off as we speak. I don’t have time to hang about planning and waiting on them to return, and also, you’re not coming with me. I can’t have your death on my conscience as well.”

	Cerys rolled her eyes. “Don’t be silly. If we’re doing this, we’re doing it together and with a plan. You’re not going alone. Now, I’ll hop down to the apothecary to get some resjsk, and then we’ll have to figure out how we’re going to escape the voracias we’ve angered by hitching a lift with them, and how we’ll find Theo once we’re there, and then how we’ll get back.” 

	Isabella traced Cerys’ steps, her pace ever swifter, marvelling at the way her face positively lit up at the prospect of overcoming such challenges. “And what will I do?”

	“Stay here. Have a cup of tea and a chat with Tuveral.” In her eagerness to get things underway, she leapt towards the doorway and promptly vanished into the darkness, leaving Isabella and Tuveral to stare at each other in silence.

	He cocked his head, swivelled his eyes from side to side, seemed to be figuring out the amount of time he ought to wait before it was appropriate to do so, then slowly raised his book back up to his face.

	Isabella was sorry to disrupt him, but she was desperate. “I have to get there immediately. Please, Tuveral, tell me there’s a way.”

	He put the book down and sighed wearily. “Nesktrassucē, viņu-sek nevcrsar glābskt.”

	She didn’t understand the words, but he spoke in the exact same tone Cerys had before she’d changed her tune. “Don’t bother talking me out of it, you can’t convince me not to go,” she said.

	A few moments of silence passed, the demon regarding her with shrewd eyes. Then he gave a small shrug of acquiescence, nodded and said: “Kāšnuntānt voracia cythsrassk ve ciešan.”

	A bat materialised on a bookshelf and Isabella jumped. It was a tiny, sparsely-haired creature with large round eyes far too big for its face. Tuveral hauled himself from his armchair, limbs creaking, and plodded over to where it fluttered its wings and stumbled about. Then he poked it with a sharp fingernail. The bat squealed.

	“What did you do that for?” Isabella asked. “You’re hurting it!”

	Tuveral said the words again, very pointedly this time: “Kāšnuntānt voracia cythsrassk ve ciešan.”

	The words caused another bat to appear, and again Isabella jumped. “Stop cursing!” She stared at Tuveral in confusion.  

	Cursing, of course. She even knew that one, ‘Kāšnunt.’ Fuck. And kāšnuntānt, fucking. Demons said it all the time here, usually in the context of ‘fucking havoc demon.’ She’d heard it countless times around the streets of Calamitadel. ‘Cythsrassk’ too. Demon. So a voracia fucking some sort of demon. 

	As she mulled the phrase over, mind whirling trying to figure what Tuveral meant by all this, he poked the bat again, and again it squealed.

	“Stop that,” Isabella said. “Why are you doing that?” She looked at the bats. They were very young, not much more than babies. They stumbled about on wobbly legs, several times coming precariously close to falling off the shelf. Her bafflement grew. Why in the name of the fourth girlfriend had Tuveral suddenly decided to inflict pain on baby bats? 

	A distant fluttering and clashing answered her thoughts. A fully grown bat swooped into the library, gave Tuveral a glare that could have shattered glass, and landed beside the babies. Gently, it deposited the two bats inside her pouch, spread her wings and swooped off again.

	Tuveral hobbled back to his armchair and pulled all his legs into a huddle. “Sāpskinājis trsk vērnu unsk becāks qoemsk nāks,” he said now. 

	Isabella stared at him blankly. She thought of all the words he’d said and tried to recall if she’d heard any before. Becāks, perhaps. Wasn’t that what the misery demon had called her cockroach? Becāks. Child, or baby.

	He fixed her with another of his pointed looks and began to again say: “Kāšnun—"

	“Stop,” Isabella said. “No need to summon more bats. I’m figuring it out.”

	Cerys’ voice rang through her mind, think of everything you know, every detail. Her mind flashed back through everything that had happened since she’d arrived, and suddenly it all clicked into place.

	Tuveral raised his arm and pointed now in the direction of Virulentus Valley.  

	“I know,” said Isabella. The halfling voracia in Virulentus Valley. The spawn of a demon and a voracia. 

	“Sāpskinājis trsk vērnu unsk becāks qoemsk nāks,” Tuveral said again, pointing to where the adult bat had flown off to, then back to where the baby bats had shuffled around on the bookshelf. 

	Isabella nodded. Hurt the child, and the parent will come. She was already running from the house as the realisation hit, stopping only long enough to grab her sword and scabbard. 

	 

	The conditions in Calamitadel were as terrible as ever, but she had a sense of her bearings now and soon found herself back at the top of that desolate valley where just days ago she and Theo had stood. It stretched out below her, barren, rocky ground, half of it charred with smoke tendrils rising into the dusk. She scrambled downwards, on the keen lookout for the caves. 

	They came upon her suddenly, a rocky patch jutting out of the dead earth. The entrance was a black hole that had the oppressiveness of a demon tavern doorway about it. Bones picked clean of their flesh were scattered about outside, some most certainly from humans. She peered inside. The dim light barely penetrated a few feet before darkness took over, but she didn’t hesitate. She drew her sword and walked in, pushing Cerys’ voice out of her head scolding her for not at least thinking far enough ahead to bring an illumination charm. 

	Inside, she could feel the cave walls pressing in on her though she could not see them. The smell of rotten meat pervaded the air. She had not gone further than a few yards when she sensed its presence. Her skin prickled, and she froze where she stood, eyes searching in the darkness. 

	Soft footfalls approached, and with them the faint odour of wet fur. Heavy breathing, all the louder in the silence. It couldn’t be more than a few feet in front of her. Gradually, her eyes adjusted to the dark, and its silhouette took shape before her. It was smaller than the full-blooded voracias, only a foot or so taller than her. Its limbs were long and spindly like a misery demon’s, it had hands and feet instead of paws, and its eyes, too, were those of a misery demon. They gazed at her, two gloomy spots in the darkness, confused as to why its prey would voluntarily come to it. 

	Of course, Isabella was no prey. She raised her sword and swung. 

	The halfling reared up in surprise as the blade made contact. A roar of pain filled the cave and a line of red sprang up across its torso. It stumbled back, stared at her in pure shock, unused to ever being on the receiving end of an attack. Then it charged. Isabella swung a second time, this time feeling the blade pierce the sinewy muscles of its arm. It screamed again, a cry of rage and disbelief, and the scream morphed into an agitated wail. She readied herself for a third blow, and the halfling, too, having gotten over its surprise, set its grey eyes on Isabella and dropped to a pouncing position.

	Then the air began to tremble. 

	It wasn’t like the other times. It was just the one, right in front of her, the rest of the world remaining calm. A shimmery brightness imbued the air and lit up the cave around her. She spotted a ledge to her left and jumped onto it, climbed as high as she could until she had a good vantage point above the vibrating air. The rip began, first just a shudder in one spot below her, then it began to tear. Those awful paws clawed out, stained deep with blood. Then a head. From above it looked less intimidating, and her resolve grew stronger. Its body emerged next, massive and muscled. She swallowed. Gripped the edge of the cave wall, closed her eyes and said a quick prayer, and then she jumped onto its back.

	Or would have, if she hadn’t slipped on the wet rock. She tumbled to the ground, startling the voracia. It gave an exclamation of surprised delight and grabbed for her. Strong claws grasped her shoulders and pulled her up. It lifted her off the floor, legs kicking, nearer and nearer to its maw. Putrid breath clouded over her in a fog, its claws dug into her flesh, and already it was withdrawing back, satisfied with its catch. She stopped kicking, made herself go limp, and allowed herself to be taken. 

	A shout from outside the cave made her look up, and she could have punched a wall in frustration. She’d been so close. Cerys hurtled towards the cave entrance like an arrow, coming right towards her.

	“No,” Isabella screamed. “Stay away.”

	“Like fuck I will,” Cerys screamed back. She came ever closer, dust flying up where her boots slammed into the ground, hair whipping about her face in a frenzied tangle. Isabella willed her back in her mind, and for a brief moment she thought maybe she’d still make it. She and the voracia were sucked through the tear just as Cerys made it inside, the suction pulling them back into that dark space between dimensions, and the tear began to close. 

	Cerys was upon them an instant later. She grabbed Isabella’s arm, launched herself through without a second thought, and was sucked in with them. The tear sealed itself, the voracia slammed them against its torso so tightly they couldn’t breathe, and together they were tumbling down into unknown depths. 

	Light and dark flashed around them. A deep rumbling boomed in their ears. The voracia’s claws pierced their flesh, clutching them against it in a captive embrace, and all three of them were swallowed into an abyss of darkness.

	The voracia released them seconds before they hit the ground and for one terrifying moment they were free falling. They landed with a thud on hard dirt, and even as they gasped for breath they scrambled up and drew their swords. The voracia snarled, a low, rageful sound that reverberated around cavernous walls. They were in another cave, this one large and gaping. A bluish, unnatural light tinged its rocks. The voracia lowered itself onto its haunches, its reddened eyes locked on theirs.

	Another snarl behind them. They whirled around. A second voracia entered, padding towards them with that same hungry gleam in its eyes. Another came in behind it. Then another from the other side of the cave. Then two more, emerging from the darkness like sharks breaching inky black waters. 

	Before Isabella and Cerys knew it, they were surrounded by six voracias, drool slithering from bloody jaws, all of them crouched low preparing to pounce. 

	The two women exchanged a silent, apprehensive look. Then they moved so they stood back to back and raised their swords.

	 


Chapter 24

	 

	Cerys’ hand reached for Isabella’s behind their backs. “Take this,” she said, slipping her a vial. “Dip your sword in it.”

	Isabella clasped it, their fingers brushing for a moment, the bottle a small source of security. All six of the voracias watched them keenly. They inched closer in a coordinated movement and lowered their bellies further to the ground. Isabella tightened the grip on her sword, hands clammy around the hilt, heart thudding like a drum.

	The beast directly in front of her shot forwards, raised a massive paw and swiped before she had time to react. It hit Isabella clear on the side of her head. She went flying through the air into the path of another and fell to the ground in its shadow, head ringing, her thoughts a jumbled mess. She was vaguely aware of Cerys shouting, trying to come to her aid, her sword swishing through the air. Heard the snarls and low growls of the voracias. Raised her head and glimpsed Cerys fighting off three at once, blade flashing in lightning-fast swings. 

	She stared back at the one looming over her and scrambled up. It swiped her backwards and she fell again, rocky ground scraping her elbows. She coughed out dust, saw the voracia leaping for her. It was a glorious jump that arced high in the air, almost seemed to suspend there a moment before its descent towards her began. She rolled out of the way as it came crashing down, her reflexes catching up before her mind did. It spun around, snarling, lifted its paw to swipe again. She raised her sword and struck. It yelped in pain, though the blow barely penetrated its skin. 

	Another voracia came at her from the side, and she pivoted and swung. It ducked its head and roared. Three surrounded her now, but her wits had caught up to her, she snapped out of the daze the dimensional trip had thrown her into and began her assault in earnest, blade swinging with the skill she’d trained for. 

	She could hear Cerys close by, shouting war cries that spurred her on and incited a determination to win. Time and again, they were swiped at, batted around, flung against walls. Isabella rolled this way and that under bellies and between legs to avoid the onslaught. Any blow she managed to land did little to deter them. The voracias kept coming at her as enraged as ever.

	Claws dug into her thigh and a jolt of pain shot through her. She swung her sword at the voracia in front of her, punched the one beside her with her hardest left hook, and earned herself a split second to swivel and roll behind a rocky enclosure, too narrow for the massive bodies of the voracias. Cerys was there a second later, gasping for breath.

	“You shouldn’t have come,” Isabella said.

	Cerys ignored her. “They’re tiring us out. They’ll keep swatting us this way and that till we collapse of exhaustion.”

	Isabella peeked around the rock. They were gathered together staring at the small entrance where Isabella and Cerys were squeezed, muscles bunched, eyes glinting in anticipation of movement. She thought quickly. “We need a different strategy then.” Before Cerys could reply, she stepped out and walked towards them, arms open. 

	They watched her curiously. She darted forward on one foot, making as though she were about to run, then stepped back. One of them leapt forward and she made herself fall backwards, let it happen. Saw it descending on her from above. Heard Cerys screaming at her to get out of the way. But she forced herself to lie still against her protesting instincts, until the very last moment when she raised her sword. The pouncing voracia had no time to swerve. It fell onto the resjsk-drenched blade, skewered by its own body weight. It shrieked and gasped, teetering for a few moments in disbelief. Isabella scrambled out of the way. Then it fell, a great, shuddering thud that made the ground shake.

	All the other voracias roared and charged for her, eyes blazing with rage. She wrenched her sword from the dead voracia and set upon them, blade furiously whipping before her.

	Cerys was shouting the whole time trying to distract them, but all fives’ efforts were concentrated on Isabella, faces contorted in anger. Her sword arm was exhausted, the sword heavier with each swing, only adrenaline was keeping her going now. 

	She was giving the voracia at her back a forceful kick when movement to the left of the cave caught her eye. Cerys leapt from a high rock ledge towards them, more of a flailing tumble really, but she landed on the back of one of the voracias and clung on. It bucked upwards in surprise, turned its head and tried to sink its razor-sharp teeth into her. She took a fistful of its fur with one hand, wrenched its head up, and swung her sword clean through its exposed neck.  

	Isabella came to a stumbling stop at the sight of Cerys dangling the voracias’s head in her hand. Its headless body was still very much active, running around like a panicked chicken. It ran and bucked and tried to throw off Cerys, unable to cause harm but still very much on its feet. 

	The remaining voracias turned, hesitated for the briefest of moments, then charged as one at Cerys.  Isabella dove forward and yanked the first tail she could grab.

	The owner of the tail whirled around on her, snarling, and she ran towards one of the cave walls and waited for it to pounce.  Sure enough, it came right for her. She stepped aside at the last minute. It hit the sheer rock so hard there was a crack, and it came crashing down with a grunt of pain. She leapt on top of it before it could scramble up, held her sword high with two hands clasped around the hilt, and with all her might drove it between the creature’s shoulder blades. 

	The voracia was still in the throes of death as Isabella leapt up and ran back to Cerys. The headless voracia she sat atop bucked and reared and jerked its body, and Cerys clung on while fighting off the remaining three. “I’ve run out of resjsk,” she yelled.

	Isabella took the vial from her tunic and threw it. Cerys caught it deftly with one hand, dipped her sword in it again.  One of the voracias bounded up to the same ledge Cerys had found, a spot where it could leap onto her from above. It crouched high above Cerys and jumped.

	“Above you,” Isabella screamed. 

	Cerys turned just in time and swung her sword in a high arc above her head. The voracia impaled itself, and Cerys tumbled to the ground with it, only just managing to avoid being crushed. Isabella raced to her, helped her up, and they pivoted together to face the remaining beasts. There were two left — three technically including the headless one, it weaved this way and that in a frantic run, colliding with the cave walls and crashing into rocks at every turn.  

	Their eyes darted between Cerys and Isabella, then to their dead comrades, then back to them again. 

	“Do you think maybe they’re going to admit defeat and leave us be?” Isabella asked hopefully. It was becoming difficult to keep her sword raised, her arm aching to the bone. 

	“Goddess willing,” Cerys said. 

	For a moment, it did seem as though the voracias were considering it. The moment passed. They attacked again, eyes burning with a ferocious vengeance.

	“Behind them,” Cerys gasped. “I spotted a tunnel behind those rocks. They’re too big to fit. We just have to make it inside.” 

	A final pounce from the voracia towards her, and Isabella took advantage of her smaller size. She clutched Cerys towards her, pulled them both to the ground, and they slid under its belly towards the tunnel. The voracia landed in the empty space they had occupied a second ago and skidded away. It roared and spun around, and in the same moment the headless voracia collided with it. It stumbled, jolted forwards anyway, but Isabella and Cerys were already making a victorious dive inside the tunnel. 

	The frustrated roars of the two remaining voracias echoed behind them, paws swiping at their legs, and they crawled forward until those sharp claws could reach them no longer. 

	 

	The tunnel was cramped and suffocating, the ceiling so low they had to lie prone.  They inched their way forward on their bellies, shoulder to shoulder, at first concentrating only on putting space between them and the two voracias. It was pitch black, the air stale and heavy, the tunnel walls growing narrower. They crawled until the sound of the roars was distant enough to give them some semblance of safety, and then they paused to catch their breaths.

	Isabella’s whole body ached, the impact of slamming into the ground over and over still thudding through her like a quake. Her head pounded, her mouth was dry, her thigh sticky with blood. She pressed her hand against the throbbing wound and squeezed her eyes shut as though doing so would somehow squeeze out the pain.

	They lay there, silent, huddled together, only the sound of their breathing in the darkness. Cerys pressed in closer beside her, her breath coming in short, quick gasps. She was scared, Isabella realised, and the realisation brought her own fear crashing down on her. Tunnel walls closed in on them. Entombed in dark depths so far below Solistopia in terms of distance and dimensions Isabella could not even conceive of it. Eons of vast hell dimensions enveloped them like an ocean of darkness, and there was no way out. 

	They were doomed to die like this, and the fear swept over her, paralysed her to the core. She wondered how she had ever minded a fear demon’s essence. What she felt now was real fear, coming from her own mind, more than that, her own bones. It was part of her. The manufactured fear from a demon was laughable in comparison. She wrapped her arm around Cerys and pulled her closer.

	“You know what would be really great right now?” Cerys whispered.

	“Not being here?” 

	“Well, that. But also, if we had a plan.”

	Isabella was glad Cerys couldn’t see her supress a smile. “Don’t go on about that. Let’s keep going and see if we come to anything.”

	“But we might be going further and further into eternal nothingness.”

	“As long as there are no forks in the tunnel we can’t get lost. If we don’t come to something soon, we’ll turn back.”

	They inched forward and immediately came to a fork in the tunnel. 

	“Well,” said Cerys.

	“Well,” said Isabella. The fear gripped itself around her, her last shred of courage dissolving. “We’re going to get lost down here.” The words came out shakily.

	“We’re not.”

	“We’re going to die down here, all alone.”

	“We’re not alone. We’re together.”

	Isabella squeezed her hand. Never had she been more grateful for Cerys’ presence, and she sent a silent prayer of thanks to the Goddess that she had jumped in after her. 

	The guilt of having such a thought struck her immediately. Cerys was going to die down here, and it was her fault. The weight of it hit her like a kick in the stomach and it was all she could do to supress the nausea choking up her throat.

	She felt Cerys arm around her shoulders. She hadn’t realised they were shaking. She tried to pull herself together and take deep breaths.

	“It’s going to be all right,” Cerys whispered. “Really.” Her breath was warm in her ear.  “You just slayed three voracias. That was all you. If you can do that, you can get out of a silly hole in the ground.”

	“I’m not sure the two things are related.” She grasped out around in the tunnel ahead of her, feeling out its walls.

	“I get out of situations far stickier than this all the time.”

	She did a good job of masking her fear, Isabella thought. She’d almost completely managed to cover the tremble in her voice. And she was masking it for her, doing her best to be reassuring to calm Isabella. The guilt rose.

	“Look, what we’ll do is,” Cerys said, in a tone that was light and unbothered, though it was clear she was forcing herself to speak like that. “Is we’ll turn around and go back, and command those voracias take us back. Shake the vial at them in a threatening manner, that ought to do it.”

	“Hold on,” Isabella said. Her hand had clasped around something. Something that had a recent familiarity to it. Something slimy over a hard shell. “I suppose there are lots of cockroaches in the second level?” she said after a moment.

	“Only if there are also lots of misery demons. Bugger me, Isy, you’re not going to worry about creepy crawlies of all things right now, are you? They’re the least of our worries. Relax, cockroaches are bonded to their owners. They wouldn’t go anywhere their misery demon is not.” 

	“Then how come there’s a shed cockroach skin down here?”

	Cerys paused. “The only reason it could be here…”

	“They’re this way.” Isabella was already scrambling forwards along the tunnel, confident she was following Neela’s path.

	“Wait!” Cerys called. “By the Goddess, you’re impatient.”

	They crawled along further and soon came to more divergent paths. It was a maze of sorts, an entire tunnel network was down here, and one wrong turn could mean they were lost forever.

	“It’s all right, we can follow the cockroach droppings,” Cerys said.

	“But we can’t see anything.”

	“No. We’ll have to feel it.”

	Isabella wrinkled her nose.

	“Stop wrinkling your nose.”

	“You don’t know I’m wrinkling my nose.” 

	“I can sense it. You know, you might have at least had enough sense to bring an illumination charm. But no matter, the good news is giant cockroaches leave giant poop.”

	“I question your definition of good news.”

	They crawled on through the dark using the droppings as a guide. “I’m really not at all impulsive,” Isabella muttered as they went. “You know that in normal circumstances I would absolutely think things through. But when lives are on the line I can’t afford to wait.”

	“Shhh,” Cerys said, putting a hand on her arm and stopping. “I hear something.”

	Isabella froze. She listened, straining to hear if voracias were nearby.

	The sounds were faint at first, and they edged along slowly in the direction they were coming from. Gradually, they grew louder and clearer. 

	“Farskian!” Isabella said. “I hear demons speaking Farskian.” She never thought the sound would be so welcome to her ears.

	“They must be close. This way.” 

	They navigated their way through several more twists and turns towards the voices, speeding up as they grew louder. A pinprick of light appeared in the distance. They shuffled towards it, the hammering in Isabella’s heart lessening, the fear blanketing her slipping away. The dot of light enlarged as they approached, and finally they had made it to the end of the tunnel. A solid wall, but they could hear the voices through it, right on the other side, and the light was from a cockroach-sized hole. 

	Isabella peered through it and the last of her fear slipped away. Demons, demons everywhere, a vast cave filled with them. They wandered around, limbs wrapped around themselves, muttering and moaning. They sat on rocks, huddled up and brooding. They lay in the dirt and napped. Ocrisia was there, perched on a ledge, Neela having found her way back to her shoulder.

	She scanned the cave for Theo. It was large and shadowy; there were too many dark corners to see properly.

	Wasting no time, they set about enlarging the gap, digging away at the rocky dirt. A nearby demon looked up at the sound and watched them work. As the hole grew larger, other demons in the vicinity turned and stared. Finally they jumped out, grateful to be out of the cramped space. 

	“Fersssk ye restŏnsssssk,” Cerys said brightly. 

	“Fersssk ye restŏnsssssk,” the demons returned warily.

	“Dērstp srkso reasrk tsskeŏsstep-yi,” Cerys informed them.

	“Don’t give them false hope,” Isabella said. “We might not be able to save them.” She looked at the bewildered captives. “Have any of you seen Theo? He’s a human. A live one.”

	The demons whispered amongst themselves.

	“They say you must be talking about the shouty man,” said Cerys.

	“Oh. Must I?”

	One of the demons pointed. They looked in the direction she indicated on the far side of the cave. Another group of demons were gathered under a rocky overhang, and still more surged towards it.

	They approached cautiously. Isabella had never seen demons clustered like this. They weren’t crowded in close, they made sure to leave gaps between them, but still they stood closer together than usual, and they all gazed upwards. Isabella and Cerys pushed through to the front of the crowd and looked up at what they were all staring at, which was, indeed, a very shouty man.

	 


Chapter 25

	 

	Theo stood on a rock, his tunic torn in several places, face smudged with dirt, dried blood trailing down his chest. He delivered a rousing appeal to an unenthusiastic audience, gesturing in broad sweeps as he did so. “There are far more of us than there are of them,” he roared. “They may be larger, they may be stronger, but we are greater in number and smarter.”

	He paused and waited for the grudge demon standing by him to translate his words.

	“One by one they pick us off,” he continued. “And we sit here and wait till they come for us. We shall sit passive no longer. The next time the voracias come, we will join together, and we will fight.”

	Again the grudge demon repeated his words. A smattering of boos rippled around the crowd.

	The boos did nothing to deter to him. “I know,” he said solemnly. “I know you don’t want to band together. You don’t want to exert effort. It feels unnatural and wrong, and you’d rather be napping. But imagine this: the voracia feasts upon your body. It sinks its teeth into your flesh, savours the taste on its tongue, and satisfies its belly with you. Their maws drool with the very anticipation of it. You have the power to deprive them of that pleasure. You can whisk it from their grasp like you would happiness from a cheerful person. If just this once, just this one time, you pull together and fight. The sooner you do it, the sooner it will all be over.” His gaze swept over the crowd of dubious demons and fell on Isabella and Cerys.  “We can do it, but only if we all work together,” he finished quickly and jumped off the rock towards them. 

	One demon in the crowd clapped uncertainly.

	“Commander, Cerys.” He looked horrified. “You were captured too.”

	“Oh by the Goddess, call me Isabella,” Isabella said, pulling him in for a hug. “No, we came here to save you.”

	He pulled back sharply. “You shouldn’t have. We all—” he lowered his voice so the demons couldn’t hear “—we’re all about to die. They’re eating us one by one. They call this pen the buffet.” He turned and hugged Cerys next, then stepped back and cast a grim eye around the cave. “They saunter in every so often and grab a handful of us. But they only come in one or two at a time. I came up with a deal we could offer them, but first we’d have to capture one long enough to make it listen. I reckon all of us working together could manage it.” 

	Isabella raised an eyebrow. “Make a deal with a voracia? Can’t the demons just use their demon magic to overpower them? They must know some sort of curse.”

	He shook his head. “Demon magic doesn’t work here, we’ve tried. I figure, second level overpowers first level. The main trouble is motivating these fuckers to work together. They’re as resistant to it as a fish to dry land.” 

	“I’d say you’ve already done a fine job of motivating them,” Cerys said. “Those ones over there look positively roused.”

	He followed her gaze to where a more rowdy looking group of demons hung about, riled up and antsy. “Those are the havoc demons and the rage demons. They were the easiest to motivate.  Now I’m just working on the more apathetic of them.”  

	The now familiar sound of a voracia’s snarl interrupted their conversation. Theo whirled towards it. “Visseri kavās gozīcissjās,” he shouted. 

	A flurry of movement sparked up all around them. Theo pulled Isabella and Cerys back into the shadows. Everywhere Isabella looked, demons scrambled and slunk into place, fanning out around the room, scaling the walls, clinging to the rocky ceiling. It was almost like a choreographed dance, albeit a reluctantly performed one. 

	A worthlessness demon trudged towards the centre of the cave with a sigh and faced the direction the snarl had come from. Isabella turned towards it too, fingers edging to her scabbard. 

	A voracia sauntered in, body low to the ground, head twisting and turning to gaze into the dark corners around it. The worthlessness demon sighed again, this time with great exaggeration, and gave a little wave. The voracia’s head snapped towards the movement. It paused, cocked its head, and made right for her. The worthlessness demon held steady. 

	“FISZIEK,” Theo’s voice erupted out of the silence when the voracia was an instant away from pouncing. The effect was immediate. Eleven demons dropped from the ceiling onto its back. Four leapt forward from behind the rock next to Isabella and pounced on its left forelimb. Twelve more did likewise from the other side of the cave, four grabbing a limb each. The voracia roared and raged and attempted to kick them off, but four, it seemed, was the number Theo had accurately judged would be strength enough to keep each limb firmly in place. One of the demons on its back scrambled up to the top of its head and yanked it up by the fur to prevent it from biting anyone.

	Isabella watched, astonished, as Theo calmly walked in front of the voracia and waited for its frenzied thrashing to die down. He stood before it with all the confidence in the world, appraising it as though he were deciding how best to make a rug of it. After a moment, he flicked a hand up and made a signal. Three more demons hurried to his side, one of them the translator from before.  

	“I have a proposition for you,” Theo said to the voracia. 

	It blinked back with rageful, uncomprehending eyes. 

	“We’ll provide you with all the flesh you want in exchange for setting us free.” He nodded at the grudge demon beside him. The translator said something in Farskian and pushed the guilt demon beside him forward.

	“Er, sredssk,” said the demon. He stepped forward and said something haltingly in Farskian, twitching as he spoke.

	She’d seen the guilt demon a few times in Calamitadel, Isabella realised. He ran a butchery she passed on the way to the demon hovel. She listened to the words he was saying to the voracia. “He’s offering it his meat,” she murmured to Cerys.

	When the butcher had finished, he stepped back and looked along the line to the next demon. She opened her mouth and spoke a series of strange grunts and growls, her whole body moving in a rhythmic sort of coordination with the strange sounds. 

	“Voracian,” Cerys whispered. “They’re translating Viatanesian to Farskian to Voracian.”

	Throughout this entire process, the menace in the voracia’s snarls had been growing. The demons holding its limbs down were having a beast of a time keeping them in place, their faces strained and sweaty; several looked on the brink of giving up. Suddenly the voracia roared and attempted to rear up. 

	Isabella leapt forward and pointed her sword at its face. “This blade is dipped in resjsk. Listen to what they have to say, or I’ll drive it through your heart.”

	Hurriedly, the grudge demon repeated the words in Farskian, then the worthlessness demon in Voracian. The voracia’s eyes swept to the point of Isabella’s sword. It stopped struggling and settled a resentful gaze back on Theo. 

	“It will listen now,” Isabella said. “Make your deal.”

	What followed were the most peculiar type of negotiations Isabella had ever seen. Theo would explain how the goods would be supplied, the butcher would add his piece, their words were translated to Farskian, then to Voracian, the voracia would make its response, and the whole thing was translated down the line again. 

	The demons holding down the creature soon became restless. It was a taxing ordeal for them, exerting this much effort, and before long they were wistfully eyeing their nap-rocks. Soon one or two simply shrugged, stood, and wandered off. Isabella and Cerys took up the task of grabbing them back, or grabbing replacements, and circling the voracia to make sure any demon with a wandering want in their eye stayed in place. 

	But for all Theo’s efforts, the voracia was having none of it. It let out a resounding roar that needed no translation. The room stilled. A summoning call.

	“Bugger me,” Theo said, annoyed, defeated, but still determined. “Time for plan b, then.”

	“Plan b?” Isabella asked.

	He turned back to the voracia. “There are sixty of us and only a handful of you. We’ll kill you one by one if you don’t take us back immediately.”

	Once it had been translated, the voracia looked unfazed. It wasn’t that threatening, certainly. One voracia could easily take multiple demons. 

	“All right,” Theo said, whispering to Isabella and Cerys. “We might have a little problem. We can’t really kill them, they’re the only ones who can open the dimensions. We’d be trapped here forever.”

	“I don’t suppose you have a plan c?” Cerys said.

	He shook his head. “Didn’t get quite that far.”

	Isabella was silent, thinking about everything she knew about voracias, every incident with them replaying in her head. From the first time she’d seen the air shimmer and shred, to their constant need for sustenance, to the wail of the halfling immediately summoning a full-grown voracia, to the way in which they’d fought, to the headless beast running around still driven by instinct.

	“I have a plan c,” she said. “We cut off their heads. It doesn’t kill them, but it neutralises them. They can’t harm us anymore. But they still function on instinct. Their bodies would go through the dimensions eventually. We sit on their headless backs and wait for it to happen.”

	Theo and Cerys stared at her. “Well,” he said diplomatically. “I suppose that’s better than no plan at all.”

	“How do you know their bodies would still go through dimensions?” Cerys asked.

	“I don’t, it’s an educated guess. I’ve been watching them. They’re very much creatures of instinct. They don’t actually open the dimensions themselves, the dimensions open when they need something. Usually food.”

	“Either way, we don’t have much choice,” Cerys said. “They’re here.”

	All around the cave, voracias were slinking in, silent as the grave, fire-red eyes emerging from the darkness. The demons shrank back from them. Theo looked around for a weapon. Isabella and Cerys raised their swords.  “Time for this again, then,” said Isabella.

	“We are far greater in number than them,” Theo shouted at the demons. “If we all fight together, we can win.”

	But the majority of the demons took one look at the snarling beasts moving in a prowling circle around them and immediately gave up. They fell to the ground, limp and apathetic, a row of thuds echoing around the cave.

	Isabella rubbed her face. “For fuck’s sake. Drag them all into the centre and form a circle around them.” She picked up the listless arm of a shame demon and dragged her across the dirt, Cerys and Theo and a few rage and havoc demons following suit. Then they quickly formed a protective circle around the ragdoll pile of defeated demons. Cerys dipped her sword into the resjsk again and threw the vial to Isabella. 

	“Jump onto their backs and immobilise them until Cerys or I can get there with our swords,” Isabella instructed the others.  She spotted one of the havoc demons eyeing the pile thoughtfully. “Don’t even think about it. You can cause as much havoc as you like, just cause it in the direction of the voracias.”

	He shrugged and swivelled back to them. They had fanned out around them, about twenty all told, and they were ready to pounce. 

	The battle was a blur of bodies colliding, voracias leaping and swiping, swords flashing. The rage demons screeched and howled and scuttled beneath the voracia’s legs, sinking their pincers into tender underbellies. The havoc demons had a marvellous time getting in everyone’s way. Theo fought with a jagged rock, and his hands and fists when that didn’t work, Isabella and Cerys were everywhere at once moving with a lightning-quickness that ensured they never missed an opportunity to vault on top of a voracia’s back. 

	It wasn’t possible to save all the demons. There were too few of them against too many voracias, and blurred glimpses of those hideous gaping maws tearing off limbs and devouring the motionless demons burned their way into Isabella’s mind. But they were not the brightest of fighters. Stopping to eat provided ample opportunity for Isabella and Cerys to jump onto their backs and behead them, and they took every advantage of it. 

	Once they were up there, there was little the voracia could do, and one by one heads rolled. Time and again, Isabella watched her blade slice through the vulnerable neck, saw the blood spurt, felt the relief of having rendered it harmless before it had the chance to sink its teeth into more demon flesh. Then instantly the relief would morph back to rushing adrenaline as she spotted the next demon in trouble and the next back that must be vaulted onto. 

	On and on it went, ceaseless increasing momentum borne out of pure determination until the cave was filled with twenty headless voracias frantically running about. 

	It took a moment for everyone to realise. One by one, the rage demons withdrew their pincers, the havoc demons stopped yanking tails, the remaining pile of ragdoll demons stirred. Isabella, Cerys, and Theo swept cautious gazes around the cave ensuring every threat had been eliminated.

	“Now what?” asked Theo. 

	Isabella lowered her sword, arm aching from the weight, and collapsed against a wall. “Now we wait.”

	 


Chapter 26

	 

	The waiting wouldn’t have been so bad if they’d known there would be an end to it. If they’d known the dimensions would still open for headless voracias the moment their bellies were empty. As it was, an eternal abyss of time stretched out before them. They sat, the demons spread out all over the cave while Isabella, Cerys, and Theo huddled together, not knowing if this nothingness would last for the rest of their existence. 

	Isabella wrapped her arms around her knees and gazed around the cave. This, then, was what those condemned to the second level were subjected to. The little information they’d gleaned from the demons was that there were more tunnels, a vast network of them, and more interconnected caves. Second level souls wandered amongst them, solitary figures sentenced to crawl through a maze of dark tombs and never find company. They’d keep going in the hope they might one day come across another soul, but the second level would never allow their paths to cross with another. Eternal nothingness, alone, entombed in a labyrinth. 

	It made Isabella long for Calamitadel. Crumbling, joyless, miserable society that it was, it was still, after all, a society.  

	Now she sat and watched the headless voracias. Still they ran around frantically, but that couldn’t last forever. At some point, surely, they would fall, lie still forever, and with their stillness the last hope of escaping that same fate would vanish. She tracked their paths as the minutes stretched on, waiting for it to happen. Her grip on Cerys’ hand tightened, terrified some second level force was going to rip them apart. She was determined that if it were to be their fate, they at least would not be alone. 

	Cerys squeezed her hand back. “It will happen.” 

	Isabella glanced at her weary face. She meant the dimensions opening would happen. She was only saying it to keep hope alive, it was easy enough to read that in her expression. She didn’t really believe headless voracias could cause the dimensions to open. Still, she spent the time reassuring Isabella that they would. 

	On and on that endless time stretched, the seconds, the minutes, the hours, and with them grew their thirst, their hunger, their weariness.

	Until the rumbling roused Isabella from her doze. She lifted her head from Cerys’ shoulder and rubbed her eyes. The air was shimmering in front of them, blue and bright. 

	“It’s happening,” Cerys yelled. She jumped up, pulling Isabella and Theo with her. “Everyone find a voracia. Two or three to each one.”

	“It’s happening,” Isabella repeated, murmuring to herself in a daze. “Holy fuck, it’s actually happening.” She grabbed onto the fur of the nearest voracia and swung herself onto its back. A rage demon soon joined her, then a fear demon after that. 

	“Hold on tight,” she told them, turning to see the fear demon was only gingerly touching the rage demon’s shoulders. For a moment she almost burst out laughing at the absurdity of it. She pulled herself together and put on a stern voice. “For fuck’s sake, Torgzer, grab him and hold on properly, just this one time.”

	Torgzer grimaced but did as she said. Isabella looked across the cave. Twenty headless voracias, two, sometimes three demons sitting on their backs. Theo and Cerys looked back from their own voracias and nodded. They were ready. 

	Then the voracias reared up as one, their claws grasping at the shimmery air before them. It tore apart, the sound of a great ripping echoing throughout the cave, and the journey began. 

	A jolt, a jerk, a sharp suction of air, and they were sucked inwards. Isabella’s stomach lurched, she dug her fingers into the fur, dug her heels into the voracia’s sides, and in seconds they were tumbling upwards. A dizzying journey with flashes of light shooting across her vision, the faint sound of the demons’ wails echoing all around.  A minute later, they were tumbling back into the grey streets of Calamitadel. 

	Isabella half-fell off the voracia’s back and doubled over from a cramp. Winded and nauseous, she took a moment to orient herself. A vacuum of air behind her and she turned to see the headless voracias sucked back to their dimension. One by one they disappeared, the air returned to normal, and an immense wave of relief flooded through her.

	All around her, bruised and bloodied demons scrambled to their feet and stood about in a daze. She searched the crowd for Cerys and Theo, panic making a brief return. What if they hadn’t made it? But they were there, helping demons to their feet and looking rather dazed themselves. 

	A huge gust of wind blew up around her. In the distance, an explosion lit up the colourless skies. A fire locust singed her little finger, and she let out a sudden laugh of relief. They were back in Calamitadel, safe and alive. 

	The demons quickly realised how crowded they were and grew anxious. Narrowed eyes flitted this way and that as they took stock of themselves and dusted themselves off. Then they scattered, dispersing in all directions into the shadows of the city. 

	“Ungrateful bastards,” Cerys called after them.

	The busy street transformed into a deserted one in seconds, only Isabella, Cerys, and Theo remaining. They stared at each other for a moment of speechless astonishment. The corner of Cerys’ mouth twitched first, and then it was infectious. A wide grin broke out on each of their faces and they threw their arms around each other in a tangled embrace.

	“Food,” Cerys said as they pulled apart.

	“Food,” Theo fervently agreed.

	“Food,” Isabella said, easily topping his level of fervour.

	A meal at the nearest overground restaurant took care of their time of deprivation, which they dug into with gusto and enjoyed all the better for having gone without.

	“Bugger me, the demon ball is tomorrow,” Cerys said when they finished eating. “We have to finish preparing.”

	Isabella gave her a fond smile. “I think I’m catching on with how to pretend to speak the language. We can do it.”

	Theo was smiling too, his face full of newfound confidence and eager anticipation. “It’ll be a piece of piss. I’m buggered to the brim though, need a good night’s sleep.”

	“Back to the hovel then,” said Cerys. “Let’s rest up for tomorrow.”

	Isabella had a sudden thought. “You two go ahead. I’ll meet you there soon. Got to run a quick errand first.” 

	 

	A short time later, errand completed, she was back at the hovel. The library was empty, so she went downstairs and tried Cerys’ room. 

	“Where’s Theo?” she said when Cerys opened the door.

	“In bed. He was pretty worn out.” 

	Isabella nodded. She felt it too, a bone-weary exhaustion from interdimensional travel and voracia battling. But she was also exhilarated. The achievement filled her with a sense of completion and satisfaction, and now she was free to rest her aching muscles. 

	Cerys pulled her inside the room and closed the door. “So what was this mysterious errand?” 

	“No mystery.” She held out a small bag. 

	Cerys opened it with a curious look and broke out into a smile. “Eclairs! Oh, you shouldn’t have.”

	“So you can experience tasting them again for the first time.”

	Cerys looked back up at her, and Isabella could not help but think she did look a little like an angel when her face lit up like that. Exhaustion in her eyes and dirt smudged on her face did little to deter an intrinsic warmth from shining through.

	“You know, I still know what eclairs taste like from all the subsequent times I’ve eaten them,” she said. “It won’t really be like the first time.”

	Isabella paused. “Oh. I didn’t think of that.”

	“But it was still a lovely gesture. What did you trade for them?”

	“My communication charm.”

	The smile fell from Cerys’ face. “Isabella!”

	“What?!”

	“That’s worth far more than a few eclairs. A portal journey or two at least. The bartering system in Calamitadel is already as precariously-balanced as a drunkard on a tightrope. This will wreak havoc on the entire system.”

	“Well, I didn’t want it anymore.” It was true, she didn’t. It was nothing but a burdensome weight in her bag. Getting rid of it had come as a relief. “There’s no reason I should have as many charms as I do, and besides, when I took it out I discovered half a dozen angry messages from the Chief. It occurs to me the Chief being able to contact me whenever she wants is not quite the gift it would seem. It’s like she has me on a magical chain.” 

	Cerys gave her a grudging frown as she bit into an eclair. “Still a slightly silly thing to do.”

	Isabella shrugged. She looked down at her battle-beaten clothes. They were torn and dirty, mud and dried blood all over her, some hers, some from the voracias. “I’m a mess,” she said. “I understand angel taverns would be out of the question in Calamitadel, but they could at least have some bathhouses.” She looked up and noticed the room they were in for the first time. “How come you get all this?” It was bigger than hers, and it was filled with all sorts of trinkets that livened the place up. There was a little hearth in a corner, and a tea kettle, and shelves with real wine, and the bed was a proper one. Still a bit rickety, but more than a poky mattress on the floor. The walls were even decorated with dried flowers and small tapestries. It was almost homey. 

	“This is where I always stay when I’m in Calamitadel. They let me have a few home comforts, decorate a little. And no, no angel taverns in Calamitadel, but there is a regular bathtub.” She led Isabella through to an adjoining room to the welcome sight of a bathroom with a bathtub in it, a proper one unlike the pathetic washbasin in her own room. It was circular and deep and spacious, one that you could fully submerge yourself in. 

	Cerys filled the tub as Isabella peeled off her torn clothes. It was freeing to be rid of them, her skin longing for the feel of air against it, the dirt and grime and blood of the past few days clinging to it in grimy clumps. She’d taken that for granted in Solistopia, the opportunity to rid yourself of clothing and be free. It had been the last thing on her mind, but she realised now how being constantly clothed here had contributed to that constrictive, suffocating feeling.  

	When the tub was full, Cerys threw a warmth charm into it, and then she sprinkled in a powder that made it smell of lavender, and then she took out incense sticks, placed them on a small table, and lit them. The room filled with serene scents.

	Isabella stepped in and gratefully sunk into the water. It was bliss, pure bliss, the way the water caressed and soothed her aching muscles and loosened the dirt from her body. It stung a little where the voracia had clawed her, but she could feel the wound was already healing. 

	Cerys likewise removed her clothes and slipped in next to her. They sat opposite each other and bathed in companionable silence for a while, the water rippling between them.

	“Even if I could imagine life in Calamitadel being slightly bearable,” Isabella said after a time. “The lack of angel taverns is a dealbreaker.”

	Cerys nodded. She took a cleansing oil from the side of the tub and began massaging it through her hair, the room clouding with the scent of lemon. A tangled mess as ever, she set to the task of working out the knots. “But there are always things you can do, even in a place full of misery, to find small joys.”

	Isabella leant her head back against the tub. “Thank you, Cerys,” she said. “For coming with me. You didn’t have to do that.”

	“I was hardly going to let you go alone.”

	“Tomorrow, when we do the incantation… would you be the one to tether me?”

	“Of course.”

	The words caused a wave of comfort to wash over her. It wasn’t that she expected her to decline, but the way she said them conveyed such a promise of assurance, of safety. They filled her with an instinctual knowledge that the plan would work as long as Cerys was by her side. “Thank you. I’m touched.” She sunk further into the water and tipped her head back until her hair was submerged, the water eager to saturate the thick waves.

	Another few moments of quiet serenity passed, and then she felt the water ripple around her. Cerys moved around the tub and slipped behind her.  She wrapped her legs around Isabella’s waist and gathered the water-laden tresses into her hands. “You need your own detangling,” she murmured.

	“Mhmm,” Isabella agreed. She closed her eyes and relaxed into it as Cerys began massaging the cleansing oil into her hair. Her fingers were smooth and firm, fingernails scraping gently against her scalp before running through the strands of hair to coax them out of their tangles. Cerys began to hum as she worked, hums that accompanied the gorgeous shivers her fingernails sent across Isabella’s scalp, and she had to open her eyes to prevent herself dozing off, it was so calming. Instead she watched the water before her, swirling and rippling, and ran her hands along Cerys’ legs tucked tightly around her waist under the water.

	And then Cerys’ hands were drawing away the wet hair clinging to her neck, and her body shifted behind her, and soft lips were pressing down on the nape of Isabella’s neck. She smiled and slowly turned her head, and their lips met in a slow kiss.

	After a moment, Isabella pulled back. “I can’t.”

	“You don’t want to?”

	She shifted away a little. “It’s not exactly that I don’t want to. But this place… you told me before we came here that it kills you a little each day, and I’ve been feeling that. Ever since I came here I’ve felt a dark cloak around me that dampens everything I love about life. It’s dampened my desire. It’s awful. It’s like I’ve lost a part of myself.”

	“Yes, it can do that,” Cerys said. “But it’s still there. Dampened, but there. It can be awakened.” She bent down and kissed her neck again. “Let’s see if I can awaken it.” 

	Isabella leant back into it and let her. Cerys kissed her again and again, soft butterfly kisses that sent shivers down her back and drove away the dark cloak and reminded her body of what it knew so well.

	“Well?” Cerys whispered into her ear, her hands stroking down the sides of her waist to her thighs.

	Isabella broke from her embrace and turned, disrupting the calm waters, before pulling Cerys back in towards her. Face to face, they wrapped their legs around each other and drew close. “Oh yes, it’s awakening,” Isabella said, their arms fast encircling the other, bodies pressed tightly together, lips meeting for another kiss, this one more urgent.

	A hissing sound came from the demon couple’s room and they froze. “Fuck,” Isabella said. “If Bezathea finds out…”

	“It’s all right, she’s not here. That’s Tuveral.”

	“Thank the Goddess’s second. But I thought I’d been making headway with the language. That still sounded like hissing to me.”

	Cerys grinned. “It was, sort of. He’s shushing us.”

	“Oh.” 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 27

	 

	Isabella woke and turned towards Cerys. She slept peacefully beside her, a lamb-like innocence about her in slumber, the sheets all tossed up in cascading waves like an angel’s robe. Isabella reached out a hand and gently stroked her cheek, tucking that errant strip of hair behind her ear. 

	Cerys murmured and stirred a little, burrowing into the warmth of the covers. 

	Isabella leant over and kissed her forehead before sitting up and swinging her legs around the rickety bedframe. The depressive cloak was long gone, a distant memory, her limbs every bit as light as they were in Solistopia. She stretched her arms high and wiggled her toes, her whole body overflowing with vitality from the lingering touches of the previous night. 

	Sounds were already coming from the floor above, the faint, irritated mumblings of Bezathea as she slithered about the kitchen.  Carefully so as not to make the floorboards creak, Isabella stood and walked over to the bathroom to collect her clothing. She dressed quickly and went to the door. Slowly, steadily, holding her breath praying it would not squeak, she pushed it open. She wasn’t afraid of Theo or Tuveral catching them, but Bezathea could be fast as a scorpion when she wanted to be. It wouldn’t have surprised her to see the demon waiting in judgement outside the bedroom door, despite being in the kitchen not one second ago. But the hallway was empty. She exhaled and slipped out of the room. 

	First she checked on Theo, just to reassure herself he was really back. He lay sleeping in his bed, safe, sound, and snoring. She closed the door and bounded brightly up the stairs. She could not help it, she could not pretend to be miserable this morning, not with such energy buzzing through her. Still, she managed to force the smile off her face and adopt a neutral expression before entering the kitchen. b

	Bezathea looked up from the stove, lizard eyes flashing. Always so piercing, that stare of hers. The thought crossed Isabella’s mind that perhaps the demon practiced her stares in the mirror as Isabella herself once had her own cold stares, and she had to suppress another smile. The image of it whisked away any remaining trepidation she might have felt in Bezathea’s presence.

	“Fersssk ye restŏnsssssk,” Isabella said, as grumpily as she could manage.  

	Bezathea made no reply, keeping her accusatory eyes fixed on Isabella and stirring her pot of watery gruel in bitter silence. 

	Isabella averted her gaze and sat at the table, sure Bezathea must know about last night. It was written all over her face, her best efforts to look solemn a pitiful endeavour. She forced her eyebrows together and thought about algebra. 

	A discreet glance back at Bezathea revealed her attempt was to no avail. The demon still stared at her with pinprick pupils of dark judgement.

	Fuck. She knew.

	Isabella looked away again. It was so odd, this. Keeping a gift from the Goddess herself a secret. Hiding it as though it were something she ought to be ashamed of. And the demon was certainly doing her utmost to make her feel shame. She could see how hard Bezathea was trying to transmit her essence with that intense glare, hand clenched tightly around the ladle, thin lips set in a hard line. But the essence was nothing to her and she felt no shame.

	Isabella stopped trying to avoid her gaze. She didn’t know why she had been in the first place; Bezathea seemed nothing but a powerless, pitiful creature to her now. They locked eyes. For several minutes a silent battle raged, the demon putting every ounce of effort she could muster into inducing a sense of shame. She set her glowering eyes steadfast upon Isabella and forced her essence towards her, compelled it to violate her body. It was almost comical how hard she was trying. 

	But Isabella was immune to it. 

	A vein in Bezathea’s neck throbbed, her jaw clenched. Then a sudden crack startled her out of her focus. The ladle she was holding had broken, her ashen-grey fingers darkening with rage. She threw it against the wall, disgust twisted all over her face.

	Isabella put a hand to her mouth to cover a smile and stood again. “I think I shall hop down to the bakery and get some breakfast.” To hell with it, she wasn’t going to bother with pretending to eat their food today.

	“Go, then,” Bezathea said, her voice a low rasp. “Go and satisfy your desirous tongue with guilty pleasures.”

	“Thank you, I shall do just that.” She gladly left the demon to glower alone in her kitchen.

	 

	The walk to the bakery was not windy enough for Isabella’s liking. Without a gale to press against she looked too carefree, her arms swung about too freely, too unburdened. She had to keep reminding herself not to look cheerful, a difficult task when all she wanted to do was shout and skip and sing. The essences from passing demons were nothing to her, no more bothersome than mosquitos that could be swatted away with the wave of a hand. She could scarcely believe they’d ever posed a real threat, a danger even. Keeping them at bay was the easiest thing in the world when your entire body tingled from life-affirming sex. 

	It occurred to her as she walked that there were several things they could do right before transferring Satan’s essence that would surely ward off any harmful effect it might have on her. Why they could… she dropped the thought and the smile from her face as a rage demon neared. Mustn’t look too happy. She forced herself to walk solemnly, head down, steps heavy. 

	It did no good, her mind kept wandering to the night before, and the smile soon returned. Demons were scowling at her again, and again she forced the smile off her face and shook herself.

	Her good spirits had dampened somewhat by the time she arrived at the bakery. A night so full of joy that had to be concealed from the world, that could not be right. It was disrespectful to the Goddess. How she longed for a church, that she might go and thank her. She shrugged off the bad feeling and concentrated only on the good.

	The overground bakery was hidden away inside the summit of a hill. She was delighted to see there were a range of fresh pastries in from all around the Viatanesian realm this morning, platters heaped with brioche and crostata and zeppole. “Fersssk ye restŏnsssssk, Zaglan,” she said to the insecurity demon behind the counter, relieved she could at least be a little cheerful here. “Ti-srk—” she pointed to the tray with the brioche and held up three fingers “—ve rēssl.” 

	Transaction completed, she descended the stairwell and walked through the tunnel, bag of brioche in her hand. For coffee they would have to make do with Cerys’ supplies. They would sit around a table in the library with the food and go over the plan once more for tonight, a simple cosy scene, but her spirits were buoyed up with joy at the thought of it. It was such a small thing, eating breakfast with friends, but it was these small things that made life worth it.

	The bag swung to and fro in her hand as she walked to the door. She pushed it open.

	And came face to face with Priestess Amadea of Solistopia’s 11th Church of the Vitalic Goddess. 

	She inhaled sharply and stumbled back. The priestess stared blankly with shrouded eyes, a ghastly imitation of what she had been in life. Broken, frail and sickly, every drop of vitality drained from her. But there was no mistaking it was her. Isabella grasped around in her mind trying to find a reason for her presence. It made no sense that she would be here.

	The priestess waited for her to move away from the door.

	“You were a priestess,” Isabella finally stuttered. “A daughter of the Goddess. How could you be sent to the underworld?”

	Her face turned towards Isabella, a lethargic motion. “It was the Goddess’s decision.” Her voice was dull and empty. She spoke slowly, as though she were speaking through a thick sludge. “I know not why.”

	“But…” said Isabella. “But why?”

	The priestess blinked at her. “I just said I don’t know.”

	“You should be in the overworld. You dedicated your life to serving the Goddess.”

	The priestess moved past her, careful to ensure they did not touch. “She works in mysterious ways. That is the only answer I have.” 

	Isabella put her arm up to stop the door closing. A Goddess’s priestess, eternally stuck in this place that destroyed you bit by bit each day. Small joys be damned, living here meant an eternity of slowly wasting away until you were nothing but a husk. An eternity of battling the cloak. All her happy memories would eventually be taken, everything good about the life she’d lived stripped away. All her joy sucked away. Nothing would be left for her except shame and guilt and rage and hatred. It made Isabella sick to think of it. “I’m sorry this happened to you.” Useless words, but they were all she could think to say.

	The broken woman was already walking away.

	“Priestess,” Isabella called after her.

	She slowly turned.

	“Who killed you?”

	Something dark flickered behind her blank eyes. “Cerys Neria.”

	 


Chapter 28

	 

	The walk back to the hovel lacked the bounce Isabella had come with. No need to worry about any demon catching her looking happy now. Many looked at her blank face with approval, though she took no notice. She stared at the ground as she dragged each foot forward, bag hanging limply in her hand. 

	How could she have been so stupid? How could she have fallen for it? Again? Her arm ached suddenly, a ghost pain from the memory of the metal jaw digging into her. She slapped it in frustration, as though she could somehow drive it away, drive Cerys away. The mortification of it prickled all over, burning her skin, her cheeks hot furnaces of shame. She wanted to kick and punch and tear the flesh from her face. The joyful tingles all over her skin had swiftly morphed into creeping feelers, and she rubbed her arms up and down in an effort to shake them off. They clung to her like bugs. 

	All this time Cerys had been lying to her. She had believed a known liar. Goddess, she had fallen for the most obvious ploy in the history of the world. Draw Satan’s essence into yourself. Cerys had outright told her what she had in store, and Isabella had blithely gone along with it. In fact, she couldn’t even accuse her of lying this time. She had clearly stated it, plain as day: we’re going to inject you with Satan’s essence. There had been no need for bait of any sort this time. The bait had been evil itself, and Isabella was the lamb eagerly running towards slaughter. 

	But to what end? What could Cerys possible gain from this? Was it just for her own amusement? Had she wanted to see the extent to which Isabella’s gullibility could be stretched? How she must be laughing at her. All of this time, she’d been laughing at her. She kicked a rock in front of her, rage overflowing that it dared be in her way. She wanted to scream and cry and grieve and rage, and most of all, she wanted to be back in Solistopia, never having set foot in this Goddess-forsaken place.

	The dark cloak fell back around her in full force, the barrier keeping out the demon essences utterly destroyed. She could sense them all around her, from demons near and far, and they raced towards her, almost as though she were sucking them in. Misery and despair, rage, loneliness, hatred and fear, chaos, disgust, worthlessness. And most of all, guilt and shame. They swirled around her, probing tendrils eager to invade, no longer weak forces that were easy to overcome. No, now as her mind cracked, she felt their power. Not that it mattered, she did not bother pushing them out. She let them in, let them fester. They entered her gladly, and she raised her head as they raced through her veins, swift and ever-expanding, and thought about what she would do. 

	A passing demon glanced at her face and quickly crossed to the other side of the road. It wasn’t out of politeness this time.

	She considered her options. She could kill Cerys right now. March back to the hovel and plunge her sword deep inside her chest. She could drag her back to the second plane and shove her into the Judge’s chambers. She could throw her into Colin’s pit of despair.

	But without her she wouldn’t be able to get inside Satan’s palace and this whole mission would have been for nothing. She still had to do what was right by the people she had condemned. No, she would say nothing for now. She would go along with the plan, she would go to the palace, she would do whatever it took to get to that portal. She would ensure justice was served. 

	And then, after that, she would make Cerys pay. 

	 

	The hovel door was upon her already, faintly visible through a swirling mist. Laughter drifted up the stairs from the library when she entered, the sound floating towards her like a taunt. She approached silently and stood under the doorframe. Cerys and Theo sat in their armchairs, chatting away as though they had not a care in the world. 

	She’d have to warn Theo. 

	The thought froze in her head the moment it occurred. Theo. Cerys and Theo, those two had become awfully friendly since their arrival in Calamitadel. Was he in on it? Had they been laughing at her together all this time? Her cheeks burned brighter at the idea of it.

	They looked over and saw her. Cerys jumped up, beaming, and ran to her. She planted a kiss on her mouth. It was all Isabella could do not to pull away.  “You were gone when I woke,” she said.

	“I went to get breakfast.” The words came out dully. 

	“Morning Isabella,” Theo said with a warm smile.

	“What’s wrong?“ Cerys asked. “Bezathea is out if that’s what you’re worried about.”

	“Oh,” said Isabella. “All right.” Dutifully, she leant forward and pecked Cerys’ cheek, then went to the table. 

	“You all right?” Theo asked, a frown settling across his face. “You don’t seem yourself.”

	She forced a smile. She had to act normally. “Absolutely fine. Just a little anxious about tonight.”

	“Ooh, brioche,” Cerys said, seeing the bag she carried.

	Isabella put it on the table. “Help yourselves.”

	“Now,” Cerys said, “the disguise is perfect. You know the incantations off by heart. You’re prepared. And you have us to help you at all times.”

	“Lucky me indeed.”

	“So there’s no need to be anxious. The best way to spend the day is to not worry about it, not allow the nervousness and anticipation to build, busy ourselves doing other things so we don’t think about it. And not get captured.” She looked at Theo sternly.

	He gave her a look of mock exasperation. “And I’d been planning on doing just that.”

	She poked him in the ribs. “I swear to the Goddess, if it’s the third level next time, you’re battling the despretīgi monsters on your own. I’ll sit off to the side and give you pointers, b—.” 

	“No, I’m not at all prepared,” Isabella broke in, if only to shut them up. The jocular way they spoke to each other grated on her ears. “We still have no idea whether this will even work on Satan. I’m going to go and practice the incantations more, and maybe find something bigger than a ferskshi to practice on. I never had time to do that because you had to go and get yourself captured.” 

	Theo looked at her, surprised and hurt, and she could have kicked herself. That had come out harsher than she’d intended.

	“I’ll come with you,” Cerys said.

	“No.” She winced. Too sharp. “I want to be alone for a bit. I’ll be back soon.”

	Bugger her acting skills to hell. She was terrible at this. They were both looking at her with concern and confusion. She hurried from the room before she could make another blunder and left the hovel again. 

	 

	The rock was craggy and uncomfortable, sharp bits of it sticking into her whichever way she shifted. Pockets of moss grew from the cracks, mildewed and wet, and her feet kept slipping off the ledges. But Isabella stayed there on that solitary rock surrounded by a field of dead wheat blowing pitifully with each gust, huddled under her cloak muttering Farskian incantations with the wind blustering around her. For hours she sat there, going over the demon chants again and again until they were seared in her mind, determined to get every syllable, every inflection, every nuance of the language exactly as they were meant to be uttered. Nothing but perfection was good enough. She refused to fail in this too.

	A scraggly gnoll-looking creature had the misfortune to pass too close to her rock. She hurled the words of the transference incantation towards it, watched it topple over, felt the stone slide into her. Sat there just feeling it inside her, staring at the motionless creature at her feet. Considered leaving it that way forever. 

	Eventually, she released it from its temporary death, slid the essence back to it and watched it stumble off in a daze. But the image of it lying there lifeless stayed with her. If she could do that to Satan, render her lifeless, she’d have freed the world of the very origin of evil. Whatever Cerys thought Satan’s essence would do to her, whether destroy her or simply make a mockery of her, did not matter. If there was even a small chance she could take down Satan, it would be worth it. 

	She was far from the main roads of Calamitadel, nothing but barren landscape surrounding her. It made no difference to the demon essences, they flowed towards her as freely as if she were surrounded by demons. She made no attempt to keep them out. She drew them towards her, sucked them in and willingly consumed them. They grew inside her, expanded, mixed amongst themselves and intensified. They no longer made her feel lethargic. She was energised by the negativity, she revelled in the twisted sort of power they gave her.

	When she was done sitting alone on her rock, she wandered down to Dēsiccātum Square to stretch her legs. A tedium demon stood on the orator’s pedestal and talked about napping in a voice that sounded like paint drying. Isabella gazed at him listlessly for a time, partly listening to the monotonous drone, partly still in a mind-wandering daze.

	She knew she must be arousing still more suspicion by staying away this long, and when the tedium demon finished delivering his speech, she reluctantly trudged back to the hovel. She slipped in quietly and went straight to her room to pack her bag with the few things she’d brought.

	“Hey,” a soft voice said behind her. Cerys. She whirled around, half-stumbling back. 

	Cerys gave her a quizzical look. “It’s just me.”

	“Sorry, you startled me.” 

	“Are you sure you’re all right? It’s going to work out, I know it. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

	There it was, Isabella thought. That expression so earnest, so reassuring, those widened, luminous eyes. They promised the world and conveyed confidence and security. But it was all an act.  “You can’t know that.”

	Cerys stepped towards her. “Did you notice that intimacy does a marvellous job of warding off demonic energy? I was thinking, in addition to the tethering spell, a little more of that could work wonderfully to protect you.” She laid a hand on Isabella’s shoulder as she spoke and gently ran it down her arm.

	Isabella stiffened and supressed the urge to step away. But she couldn’t, it would give the game away. She made herself relax and smile.

	It was too late. Cerys, for all she was, was still a follower of the Goddess. She dropped her hand immediately. “Sorry. I didn’t realise you didn’t want to be touched.” She stepped back.

	“It’s not you,” Isabella said quickly. Had she not known the truth, she would have pulled her in to her arms immediately to reassure her, so chagrined Cerys looked at having given unwanted touch. “I’m just so wound up thinking about the ball. Thinking about everything that could go wrong. I’m too preoccupied. I’m not in the right mindset for that right now.” She was speaking too fast, babbling, explaining herself too much. 

	“Don’t worry about it,” Cerys said. “No big deal. We’d better get going anyway.”

	“Already? I thought it was still afternoon.”

	“It is. Demon balls start early. They like to be back by early evening to sleep. Let’s go.” 

	 

	Virulentus Valley teemed with demons. Every variety known to Isabella and several more besides loped and scurried and crawled their way down towards the black turrets, scaly faces pressed against the winds. The entire population of Calamitadel seemed to have turned out for the event, and though they made a valiant attempt to keep distance between themselves it became a futile exercise the more they surged towards the black gates at the bottom of the valley. 

	Cerys and Theo walked beside her, conversing easily with one another. They were talking of their childhoods in Kelberviertila again, and normally she would have tuned out such a conversation. It held no particular interest to her. Now she listened to every word, hung on to the way in which they spoke, the rhythms of their voices, analysed every tone, every nuance. She stared steadfast ahead as she listened, put one foot after the other forward, careful to maintain a neutral appearance, but always listening.  

	“You’re awful quiet Isabella,” Theo said at one point.

	A reassuring smile in his direction. “Just thinking about the plan.”

	“Stop fretting about it,” Cerys said. “It’s going to work.”

	“I intend to make sure of it.” 

	The palace loomed closer. It was a mass of black stone, dark and dreary. Mist swirled around the turrets and seeped from its walls. A lair Isabella plodded steadily towards. She took a deep breath. Was she really going to willingly walk into yet another trap Cerys had set? That she knew it was a trap did not make it any less of a trap. She could end it all now. Turn around. Run right back to Dēsiccātum Square and take the portal back. 

	Demons were crowding in close now, their agitation and discomfort with the lack of space palpable. She felt their essences intensify, felt the power grow in her. She pushed on.

	Theo gazed at the palace, apprehensive but determined. She studied his profile. A loyal guard, she’d called him. And he had been, for years. There were plenty of things she knew about Theo that Cerys didn’t. She’d seen how he worked every day for years. She couldn’t be wrong about him too. Gullible she may be, but what would be the point of life if she could not trust anyone, if always she must look on friends as potential enemies. There was no point to any of it at all if she had to push everyone away. She’d end up no better off than a lonesome demon. 

	Keeping a careful eye on Cerys, she reached into her bag and felt around for a charm. Theo would have to get back to the second plane himself; Cerys would no longer be around to help him. No great problem, she’d simply give him something to barter passage back with. Her fingers closed around a speed charm, the familiar shape of the horseshoe cold in her grip. 

	The demon essences inside her flared up, a burst of energy urging her to stop. She shook the feeling off, of course she must give him a charm. He’d be stranded here forever if she didn’t. She turned to him, and saw him glance over at Cerys and smile. 

	The essences flared again, and with them came the memory of them standing in Bezathea’s kitchen doorway that first night. She hadn’t wanted to stay, hadn’t trusted the situation at all. But then he’d stepped forward, and sat at the table, and she’d thought she ought to follow. 

	He was the one who’d convinced her to stay with Cerys after the worm attack, she remembered now. Convinced her it was their only option. A jolt of shock hit her at the realisation, and she had to force herself to keep walking normally. Everything came flooding back at once, his gently persuasive words right here in Virulentus Valley, and with them a torrent of shame. She’d been taken by Theo, too. 

	“All right?” 

	She looked up, shaken out of her tumultuous thoughts. He was looking at her, giving her that same perfectly amiable smile. She smiled back. “Absolutely.” She let go of the speed charm and felt it drop back to the bottom of her bag. 

	Stranded here forever, then, and long may he suffer. The essences flared up in excitement at the prospect.

	The gates of the palace were upon them. They creaked open, echoey screeches soon engulfed by the winds. Demons surged in and swarmed the palace grounds. Dead humans were there too, all mixed amongst the demonic crowd. Isabella, Cerys, and Theo were pulled in along with them.

	Sentries were everywhere, standing watch, keeping eagle eyes on everyone coming through the gates. They weren’t Jaukontrolēt, but Isabella made sure to look away just in case. 

	At the entrance of the palace, more of these sentries were allowing demons in one by one. They ran  long, appraising eyes over every invitee before permitting them entry. Occasionally, a demon would be turned away, or grabbed suddenly and dragged off. 

	“Stay close to me,” Cerys said as their turn approached.

	When it did, Isabella kept her eyes down, hardly daring to breathe, sure this was going to be the end of it. Up close, the sentry smelled of rot and breathed in heavy grunts. 

	“They’re with me,” Cerys said to him, pulling her and Theo close in behind her. 

	The beast cast his sunken eyes at Cerys and nodded in recognition. It jerked its head to indicate they go inside. 

	Inside, the palace was cold as ice. They were pushed along a hallway lined by charred walls devoid of decoration, the air smoky and suffocating. The crowd moved faster now, an undulating wave of demons eager to break out of the constrained space, through dark parlours and down decaying stairwells until they emerged in a large hall. The demons dispersed immediately, scurrying to every corner of the room as soon as they entered. They spread themselves out as much as possible, shooting glares at all who had been close to them moments before and swatting at themselves as though their skin had been contaminated.

	There were no furnishings in the hall, no decorations, no tables, no food, no wine. It was completely bare except for the two empty thrones at the front. Certainly no music.  The only sounds were a thousand different types of demons breathing and coughing and hacking and hissing. Evil surrounded them, crowded in on them, trapped them in. But Isabella felt no fear. She welcomed the intensity of so many demonic essences in one place, as she had been doing all day. They calmed her, settled her uneasiness, gave her power. Satan was coming, and the essences flowing through her tingled in anticipation. 

	The room stilled abruptly, a blanket of silence falling over them. Isabella strained to hear. There was no sound, but like the demons, she knew Satan drew near. She felt it in her bones.

	Cerys nudged her. “Satan and her husband are coming.”

	She gritted her teeth, supressing the urge to give Cerys a sudden, violent shove. Because how dare the condescending swindler tell her something she already knew, how dare she suppose Isabella wouldn’t have worked that out herself. Outwardly, she simply smiled and nodded.

	The entire hall waited, eyes fixed on the doors at the front of the room, every one of them frozen in place.

	They waited in silence for an unbearable eon, and then it happened. The doors opened, slowly and silently, and two figures cloaked in dark robes entered the room. 

	 


Chapter 29

	 

	The demons bowed, a wave of scales and horns and hooves flattening themselves so far down they folded over like pretzels until their foreheads were inches from the floor. Isabella quickly followed suit. 

	The floorboards stared back at her, cracked and grimy. Plodding footsteps thudded towards the two thrones at the front of the room, each thud laborious and heavy. As though gravity was a burden too high to bear. A creaking and rustling as the figures took their seats, then dead silence. Still the demons remained bowed, frozen in place, waiting.

	Satan made them wait that way for half an eternity. Then a hoarse voice drifted across the hall, a voice that sent a sharp warning bell to every cell in Isabella’s body. A warning to run far from this death trap. She ignored it. 

	“Skussfērsh,” the voice said. 

	Isabella looked up from under her lashes and saw the demons rising. She did likewise. “Skussfērsh,” she repeated ever so softly under her breath. “Skussfērsh.” She rolled the sound around on her tongue, felt out its cadence. Rise. 

	Her view was blocked by rows and rows of demons. Impatient to see, she stood on the tips of her toes and peered through a maze of horns to catch her first glimpse. A demon stepped to the side, and there Satan was.

	Cerys had done well. Isabella was looking at a near match of what she’d seen in the mirror that day in the havoc demon’s shop. But it was only a match in terms of appearance. In spite of her frail body, the real Satan had a heaviness to her that crushed out the light. It was an oppressive deadness that no disguise could replicate.

	She glanced next at the figure who had entered with Satan. A sunken-chested man, pallid and sickly, his skin ashen-grey. He looked as though he would crumple after one second in the Solistopian sun. She looked back at Satan. She would not fare much better. 

	Satan raised an arm, flicked her wrist and issued another command. There was a great flurry of movement, the demons forming a line in front of her. 

	“She will take an audience with some of us now,” Cerys whispered, pulling Isabella and Theo over to the line.

	When their turn came, any intimidation or fear Isabella might have felt was long vanquished. She stared at the pathetic creatures, openly marvelling at the extent of their weakness. So weak they were huddled into themselves, sitting straight-backed seemingly too burdensome. The malevolence about them was awful, true, they were two creatures drenched in darkness, but it was all caved inwards. They were feeble and decrepit. Even demon essences, surmountable though they were, had more power in them than these two. Every movement was arduous for them. They were nothing but withered raisins. 

	Now Satan gazed at all three of them and bid them closer with a crooked finger. They approached and bowed again. 

	“Skussfērsh,” Satan repeated. They straightened up.  

	She stared at them through rheumy eyes, her gaze eventually landing on Cerys. “You have come without the statue.” Her voice was hollow and weak. 

	Cerys lowered her head. “Did my best, but I tell you that portal wouldn’t allow it through. It was the most remarkable thing. There I was, jumping through with the statue clutched in my arms, and it was like the bloody thing hit a wall. Last thing I saw as I was sucked through was it bouncing back against a headstone and splitting in two.”

	Isabella marvelled at how easily the lie came.

	“A pity,” Satan rasped. “I wanted to see my little sister.”

	The frail man beside her shifted in his seat and raised a goblet of sludge to his mouth. He wielded it clumsily, needed both hands to lift it, the whole undertaking exhausting him. Eventually, he managed to take a sip. It made him sputter and cough for several moments, and they watched awkwardly as he wiped his mouth and recovered. 

	Satan flicked her hand up suddenly. “Your presence burdens me.” 

	Cerys nodded and dragged an incredulous Isabella and Theo backwards. “Well, that’s our duty done,” she said brightly. “Now we party.”

	Isabella blinked and looked about her. There was nothing to do at a ball such as this. No dancing, no eating, certainly no socialising. The demons stood spaced apart in their own little worlds and murmured under their breaths. She supposed she should be grateful, really, that she did not have to dance and chat and touch Cerys. Staying away from her was perfectly normal, keeping her face a picture of misery was normal, and no one thought it odd that she kept to herself. 

	She wandered around, taking the opportunity to observe the demons. And soon realised they weren’t doing nothing. They were in a sort of meditative state, their faces pictures of focus, thin lips forming the shape of a chant. Their essences no longer flowed outward; now they stayed contained, bubbling away inside them. It was the same for the ones she’d been taking in all day, Isabella realised. They were still there inside her, waiting to build up, but for now content to simmer along until it was time.

	A voice in her ear startled her. “We should put your disguise on now,” Cerys whispered. “So you’re ready before the ceremony starts.”

	“What are the demons doing?”

	“Building up their essences for the ceremony.”

	“Oh.”

	They weaved through the demons towards the exit, all of them still and huddled within themselves, and slipped out of the hall. Empty palace rooms lay before them, bare and cold. Cerys pulled her to the door of a small parlour and pushed it open. They hurried inside. Isabella was pleased to see the door had a bolt on it.

	Cerys opened her bag and took out the selection of paints and brushes they had assembled over the week. “Are you sure you don’t wanna get a little frisky before we do this?” she said with a wink. “Just as a little extra protection to ward off the evil.”

	Isabella met her gaze and gave her a winning smile. She was determined to learn how to become a convincing actress. It was a skill she was going to need if she ever got back to Solistopia and managed to change things. And if Cerys could do it, so could she. She reached out her hand and tenderly caressed the murderer’s cheek. “I’d love to, but honestly I’m too wound up right now. Let’s leave ourselves something to look forward to afterwards.” It came out with a light spring in her voice, she was proud of that.

	“Fair enough,” said Cerys. “Let’s turn you into Satan then.”

	Isabella closed her eyes and let Cerys get to work. It was different this time, different from that day in the market. There was no tense atmosphere, no hyper awareness of Cerys’ touch. Her thoughts were elsewhere, running over the incantations for good measure. She’d discovered the words had more power to them with the essences inside her. And Satan, well, that she had ever worried Satan would be a problem was laughable. Satan was nothing. There was more power in Isabella’s little finger than in that feeble woman’s entire body. Taking her essence would be easier than the cockroach’s.  She smiled at the thought, feeling the words and essences swirling inside her. They flickered in anticipation, positively sparked at what was to come.

	Once Cerys was done with her paints and greases and lotions, and had set the dreadful wig upon her head, Isabella removed her tunic and tugged on the black robe. She pulled it tightly around her and looked at Cerys. “Well?”

	Cerys winced. “You look exactly like her. It’s awful.”

	“Let’s do this.” She moved towards the door, Cerys coming up behind her. With a swiftness that would’ve made Bezathea proud, Isabella turned and grabbed the top of the doorframe, swung her legs back, and kicked Cerys in the chest. The force threw her back against the wall, her face twisting in surprise as she flew.

	“Sorry,” Isabella said, in a voice wholly indifferent to Cerys’ cry of pain. “Had to be done.” She was out the door and sliding the bolt into place before Cerys had even managed to stand and collect herself.

	She strode back to the hall. Theo waited outside the doors, pacing anxiously. He spotted her and started at the sight. “Isabella?”

	She nodded. “It’s me.”

	“The ceremony’s about to start. Where’s Cerys? She needs to lure Satan out of the hall.”

	“Cerys will be dealt with afterwards.”

	“What? Where is she?”

	“Taken care of.”

	Confusion crossed his face. “What are you talking about? You need her for the plan to work. She needs to tether you.”

	“I do not need to be tethered by evil.”

	“Wh—"

	She whirled on him. “Just leave it, Theo. I don’t want to hear another word from you.”

	The rage in her voice silenced him. He stepped back, wary. After a moment, he quietly asked: “How are you going to defeat Satan without her?”

	Isabella scoffed. “Satan is nothing.” She waved a dismissive hand in the direction of the hall. “She’s lifeless. She’s dead. She doesn’t stand a chance against me.”

	He looked doubtful. “I wouldn’t underestimate her.”

	Isabella pushed past him. “I didn’t ask for your opinion.”

	His eyes widened. “But you can’t go in, not dressed like that.”

	But the essences were surging through her, flowing freely, compelling her on, and she felt she could do anything. She pushed open the doors.

	The demons were swaying. A sea of them spread out around the hall, all facing Satan, like a field of dead flowers in the breeze. Satan’s sallow eyes swept over the room, facial muscles slackened, listening to the hum of their meditative chanting. She lifted her arms and took in a wheezy breath. The demons raised their limbs with hers and prepared to release their essences. 

	Isabella let go of the doors. They clanged shut behind her, the sound ringing out throughout the hall. Every demon froze mid-sway, limbs still in the air. They turned, rows of demon faces taking in the apparent sight of Satan standing at the back of the hall. Mouths dropped open. Murmurs of confusion swept through the crowd. 

	Satan stared too, though her lifeless expression barely changed. A few moments of gawping, then the demons swivelled their heads back to Satan. Then back to Isabella again. Then back to Satan, their confusion palpable. Bony legs wobbled, unsure whether to bow.

	Isabella ignored them. She set her gaze on Satan and walked towards the throne, the sea of demons parting for her. It was impossible not to feel the energy of the essences contained and condensed inside their physical forms as she walked, they were that intense. The demons vibrated and shook in an effort to keep them in until Satan permitted them release. They were battling to be unleashed, desperate to explode out like water from a dam. She felt the essences inside her respond to them, reach out and gently tug at them, calling out to be unified. 

	Satan watched her listlessly. It was remarkable, really, how apathetic she was to everything. Did nothing move her to react at all? 

	“You have interrupted my ceremony.” She said it dully, more stating a fact than as a protest to this turn of events.

	Her husband, at least, attempted a little more indignation. He gripped the arms of his throne and half-rose, the effort making him struggle to breathe. A little colour came into his cheeks and he sputtered a few words of protestation.

	Isabella kept her gaze on Satan and shot her hand up in his direction. “Silence, insignificant man.”

	He sat back down.

	“You have something I need,” she said to Satan.

	Satan blinked, slow as a sleepy cat. 

	Isabella stepped right up to her and raised her arm, her finger slowly approaching Satan. It landed on the pasty skin of her forehead. Like the cockroach, Satan looked upwards at the finger, her eyes crossing a little. A few flakes of dry skin fell off her. 

	Isabella spoke the incantation.

	Nothing happened. A deathly silence had descended over the hall, hundreds of demons waiting for something, anything to happen. 

	Satan swatted Isabella’s hand away with a grimace. Her eyes were dull as ever, though there was perhaps a flicker of curiosity in them now. They skimmed over Isabella, waiting to see what she would do next.  

	Isabella drew her sword. 

	Satan’s sluggish gaze moved to it, and she looked at it as if it were the most boring thing in the world. She looked back at Isabella, her expression telling her this would do nothing.

	Isabella’s hands were clammy around the hilt. She raised it, hesitated.

	The clang of the doors rang out again, and again all heads swivelled to the back of the room. Cerys burst in and ran towards them, Theo following closely behind.

	Isabella rounded on her, sword raised. “Get out before I skewer you.”

	Cerys ignored her, swept past her in a whirl, and held her hands up apologetically towards Satan. “I do apologise for my friend here,” she said breathlessly. “The underworld does strange things to second plane folk, she’s just a bit mixed up. But I have something to make it up to you. A gift even better than the statue. It awaits in your descbrukšus gallery, would you care to join me there?” 

	Frustration clenched at Isabella. Cerys had not dropped the act, was still acting as though she were on Isabella’s side, trying to go through with what they had planned. As though nothing had changed. Cerys turned to her now, grasped her arm and pulled her back from Satan, and said in her bright and breezy way, “come now Isy, put that sword down, what are you doing?” 

	Isabella could hear the pretence saturating every syllable of it. She shook Cerys’ hand off. “I don’t take my orders from you, murderer.”

	Cerys looked at her properly now. She hadn’t really before, she’d been focussed on Satan. The lightness dropped from her face. “Isabella,” she whispered. “What’s happened to you?”

	It was the essences within her she was seeing, Isabella knew. She stepped in close, let her see them, and pressed the sword against her neck. “I know you killed the priestess. She told me so herself.”

	Her eyes flickered in shock. “I didn’t. I swear to you.”

	“Liar.” She pressed harder.

	“It must have been an illusion, a trick. Demons messing with you. A priestess of the Goddess could not possibly be in the underworld. You can’t trust anything you see here.”

	“Awfully convenient for you to have that excuse ready, isn’t it? No, I think you’re the one I can’t trust.”

	Cerys tugged herself away from Isabella’s grasp and turned to Satan. “We shall no longer burden you with our presence.” She pulled Theo towards her. “Abort plan.”

	Isabella stepped in front of them to stop them leaving. “Traitor,” she said to Theo.

	“What?” 

	“I trusted you.” Her sword swung wildly back and forward between them. “You’re working together.” 

	“Come on Isabella,” Cerys said. “It’s time to go.”

	She looked around. Everyone was staring. Satan, her husband, all the demons. She turned in a slow circle. The demon essences inside her swirled around, simmered just below the surface, edging their way closer to an explosion. It was a heady feeling, a pounding in her ears. She pressed her hand against her temple. Dizziness overwhelmed her.

	“We have to get her to leave, now.” It was Cerys’ voice, she heard it coming at her through a thick fog. Suddenly everything sounded distant, clouded. “She’s too far gone. We can’t go through with the plan anymore. It only would’ve worked before with enough goodness inside her to contain the essence. Now, in the state she’s in, with all this death inside her, it would destroy her. We’d never get her back.”

	Isabella blankly watched Theo nod in agreement.

	Satan’s voice cut through the fog. “I tire of this nonsense.” 

	Oh yes, the incantation, she recalled. She should try that again. Probably just hadn’t put enough effort into it the first time. But something was wrong, her body wasn’t obeying her. It moved towards Satan, though Isabella wasn’t doing it herself. She slid forward, compelled by an external force, fighting it all the way, hand pressed against her pounding temple, until she was an arm’s length from the throne. Panic flooded her. It was like being in Kaeso’s body again. She was in her own this time, but she had no control over it. 

	She felt, rather than saw, Satan’s finger snaking towards her, though Satan wasn’t moving either. She sat still, eyes locked on Isabella. She tried to step back, but the force held her firmly in place. She looked back at Satan. It was the eyes that were holding her there, two dull pools of grey fixing her to the spot. She tried to wrench herself away, tug her feet from their holdings. They didn’t move an inch, heavier than stone. Her throat tightened. 

	And then the sharpened nail touched her forehead, though Satan’s hand lay limp in her lap. But it was there, touching her, she could feel it in her mind. The touch sent a tremble through her that chilled her to the bones. Her gut convulsed, tried to throw up its contents. Satan began a low muttering under her breath, her own incantation, and Isabella tried to speak the reverse spell. She could not speak. Her mouth would not open. She said it inside her mind. It did nothing. She tried the various blocking spells. She tried every one she’d learnt. Useless, they were all useless against Satan. 

	She could feel it now, what Satan was. Dead. She’d been right about that. Drenched in deadness, immersed in it, saturated through and through, her only desire to make more of it. Satan was a black hole of death, and she was sucking Isabella into the void. 

	She felt the life drain from her body. Satan tugged at it, forcefully pulled it out. Stole it from her. It ebbed out of her in thudding pulses, transformed to flowing rivulets, faster and faster. Cell by cell, her flesh deadened. She felt it all, each cell screaming out for the life being ripped from it, desperately, futilely, before necrosis engulfed it. 

	Everything drained from her, everything that made her alive. Her joy, her vitality sucked from her. Her desire. Satan was taking it, ripping it from her. She clutched for it to come back. Her taste buds, gone. Her tongue nothing but a dead weight in her mouth. Nothing remained but dead flesh and demon essences, churning inside an empty husk.

	She was weak, too weak to stay upright. She stood only because Satan held her fixed in place. The world blurred around her. But she was not ready to give up. Through the fog of her mind, she returned Satan’s gaze, her eyes set on those dark pinpricks of death, and tried one last attempt at the transference incantation. It did not matter that she could not speak, or move, she could do it inside her head, just as Satan was.

	It was a feeble attempt. Her knees buckled.

	Satan cackled. “Pitiful failure.”

	And Isabella saw red. With nothing left inside her to hold them back, the demon essences took over. A jolt shot through her. They welled up into a ball of rage and chaos, and every other essence in the room felt it and responded.  The demons had been desperate for release for too long, and now they could hold back no longer. Isabella called them to her, and they came gladly. With her body robbed of life, robbed of goodness, they were hers to take. She plucked them right out of those demons and absorbed them.  

	A massive surge welled inside her, and then they exploded, and she broke free of Satan’s hold. 

	Satan’s eyes widened. “My deathforce.” She moved. Fast now, and stood to physically put her finger on Isabella’s forehead. 

	Isabella swatted it away. “My deathforce.”

	Chaos had started up behind her. She vaguely registered Cerys screaming at her not to do it. She ignored it, took Satan in her own hold, and spoke the incantation. 

	The effect was immediate. Satan’s essence slid inside her, dropped to the bottom of her stomach like a boulder. 

	Satan crumpled, collapsed on the ground unmoving. 

	The demons were wailing, yelling, cursing. Bats flew everywhere. Satan’s throne transformed into a rotting corpse. Vortexes opened up.

	Another clang of the doors, and sentries rushed in. 

	She turned, weakly. That stone, so heavy, heavier than a thousand tonnes of bricks, settled in her stomach, pushing her into the floor. The essences of hundreds of demons consumed her. Something in the stone seeped out, and she felt the first trickle of evil flow out. She took a wobbly look at Cerys, shakily raised her sword, and collapsed on the ground.

	She was only vaguely aware of what happened next, drifting in and out of consciousness for fleeting moments. Sentries coming for her. Chanted incantations.  A forked tongue twirling around a wound she didn’t remember receiving. Theo and Cerys fighting off the sentries. Havoc demons pushing other demons into vortexes.

	She wanted to laugh. As if they had any chance of fighting them off. Why even bother? Why not lie on the ground, the lovely ground, and curl up into a ball, and ignore it all. The demons had the right idea of it after all. 

	The demons were helping. It was an incongruent thought, floating through her consciousness. Nonsensical. Demons didn’t help. She wrenched open her eyes. No, the demons were helping. She saw Tuveral, and Ocrisia, and dozens more who had been with them in the second level standing up and fighting. They stood in a line in front of her, a barrier between her and the sentries.

	“Huh,” she thought, before drifting off again.

	“We have to get her to the portal.” It was a scream that echoed around her brain. “Only the angels can save her now.”

	“I can’t hold them all back.” Theo. Breathless.

	“You have to. She is forever lost to us if you don’t.”

	She was lifted off the ground. Cerys’ arms felt strong around her. They drew her up and held her close and then Cerys began to run. Isabella didn’t have it in her to struggle. A murderer was surely taking her to whatever depths of hell she had in mind, but she had no strength left. She drifted out again.

	The doors clanging shut again pierced her consciousness. Bolts hastily drawn. Blackened corridor walls rushed past. Cerys’ heart thudding in her ear like a drum.

	The trickle seeping out of the stone increased. More and more now, turning into a torrent. She would regain her strength from it soon. She considered how she would kill Cerys when it returned.

	The next flicker revealed a Jaukontrolēt looming over them. She stared into its eyes and felt no fear. 

	“Satan has collapsed,” she heard Cerys say to him. 

	Stirring a little, she watched the bizarre sight of Cerys and Theo trying to explain themselves to the Jaukontrolēt. It was part Farskian, part panicked babbling, part frantic miming, but she could follow all of it. She saw them agree, Satan had collapsed, she ought to go to her sister. 

	One of them loomed back over Isabella and gazed down at her. He wasn’t looking at her disguise, her painted face. He was looking into her eyes. The torrent from the stone was forceful now, and she met his gaze unflinchingly and plainly showed it to him. He nodded, and the chamber doors slid open.

	Cerys shouted a babbled mess of Farskian at the portal. It stayed shut. Isabella shifted, sat up, and ignored it. Instead she stared at Cerys. She was held tight in her arms, Isabella’s arms slung around her neck. She gazed at her own hands, just sitting right there wrapped around that soft, exposed skin. It was so slender, so smooth, so vulnerable. She could snap it like a twig. The black force flared in excitement. She was soaked in death now, and it whispered to her. Called to her to spread death, make more of it. Expand it, multiply it, immerse the world in death. Her arms moved up to Cerys’ neck, a caress turned forceful, pushing down on that soft skin, feeling out what they would have to do. Cerys’ pulse raced against her palm, and again the black force flared. Take it. Steal her life. A sudden rush, and she could contain it no longer.

	The stone in her stomach burst open and exploded through her. The portal doors felt it. They opened at once, a blinding light flooding the room. In the same moment her hands began to squeeze, Cerys launched her headlong into a swirling spiral vortex.

	Everything went black.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 30

	 

	Voices. Gentle, kind, full of warmth. Angelic. 

	“She’s stirring.”

	Isabella opened her eyes. A healing angel stared down at her, her face friendly and welcoming. “You are safe and well.”

	She looked around. She lay on a bed of soft, enveloping cosiness in a room filled with light and warmth and comfort. Her body felt whole, at peace. Life flowed through her veins. There was nothing to fight against, nothing to ward off. She was clear-headed and free, the deadness inside her vanquished. She tried to sit.

	“Don’t,” said the angel. “You are still weak.”

	“I don’t feel weak.” Her voice came out raspy.

	The angel offered her a chalice, gleaming gold and filled to the brim with tonic.  

	She took a sip. Soothing liquid flowed down her throat instantly quenching her thirst and filling her with wellness. She sat up a little more. Angels surrounded her, all looking at her with warm smiles.

	“You were in a bit of a state when you came to us,” the healing angel said. “But you are well now. “We have exorcised the demonic energy from you.”

	She pulled herself fully upright and stared about. Stretched her arms out. Wiggled her fingers. She felt sublime. Invigorated. Every cell of her body oozed with warmth and peace, love, joy and vitality, surety, safeness. Like entering an angel tavern after a demon tavern, only a thousand-fold more powerful. She was enveloped in everything that would obliterate the oppressive cloak. 

	She hadn’t fully realised before how so very tired constantly fighting to keep it at bay had made her. Now her body no longer had to resist it, she marvelled at how she brimmed with life. She wanted to jump and dance and sing.

	“This is a first for us,” a joy angel said. “A live human in the overworld.”

	She looked at them all in wonder. She had made it, she had actually made it. She had… the events of the demon ball came crashing back, and she felt the intensity of her panic push back against the angel essences, so stricken was she at her actions. “Theo,” she gasped. “I left him stranded there.”

	“He is fine,” said an empathy angel. “He is back in the second plane.”

	Relief flooded her. “He never—”

	She shook her head. “No, he never betrayed you. That was demonic energy trying to isolate you from your friends.”

	“And…” she trailed off. She didn’t know if she wanted to ask about Cerys.

	The empathy angel sat beside her. “Cerys made sure he made it back safely.”

	“Oh.” She looked at them all again, still marvelling at how thoroughly full of joy every part of her being was. “Satan must hate it here.”

	The angels laughed. 

	“She fucking abhors it,” a generosity angel said. 

	An alarming thought popped into her head. “You didn’t think I was her when I came, did you?”

	“Impossible,” said the healing angel. “Your essence and hers are polar opposites.”

	Isabella patted herself up and down, as though she were checking her body was still hers. Then she gingerly touched her face. The paint was gone. She was fully herself again. “But she took it. She took parts of me from me. She took all of me from me. She made me dead inside. I felt it, I felt the death inside me.”

	The empathy angel took Isabella’s hands in her own and squeezed them. Comfort shot through her, a beam of warm light. “Mortification of the flesh. A particular favourite of Satan’s. It’s a sadistically cruel punishment for enjoying life. It seeks to destroy the parts of a person that brings them joy.” She nodded towards the healer. “Tova has been tending to you these past few days, healing each cell within you. She has made you whole again.”

	“It was not so difficult,” Tova said. “Your body was so eager to have all those parts of you back, it practically drew them in.”

	“And the… the…essence. Satan.” Isabella grimaced. “It was inside me.” 

	“Fully exorcised,” Tova said. “The Goddess has it now, locked away.”

	Isabella rested her hands on her stomach, the weight of it inside her a chilling memory. “I’ve made a great enemy of Satan.”

	“She can no longer harm you,” the empathy angel beside her said. “She lies in her palace, comatose. Powerless.”

	“Will she wake?”

	“We don’t know. There is no-one to heal her. Demons don’t aid others.”

	Isabella thought of those last moments when she was losing consciousness. “Sometimes, they do.”

	“I suppose it’s possible. But for now, she is incapacitated.”

	“Thank you, all.” She looked around at all their faces, the relief overwhelming her. “I am so very, very touched.” Her gaze landed on the empathy angel and she started. “By the Goddess, you’re Kiva, the Goddess’s fourth.”

	Kiva smiled. “I am.”

	“Are the other six here too?”

	“They’re all about, somewhere. We are never far from each other.”

	Isabella paused a long moment, hesitant to ask her next question. Finally, she said it: “May I see the Goddess?”

	The angels all looked at each other.

	“Please,” Isabella begged. “Don’t make everything that’s happened been for nothing.”

	“No live human has ever met the Goddess,” said Kiva. “You will be the first.” 

	“Please, you can’t send me back without see—” the words of the angel filtered through. “Oh. Oh holy fuck, thank you.”

	The corners of Kiva’s dark eyes crinkled. “She said something about you deserving the cheese after going through all that pain.”

	Isabella threw back the covers and swung her legs over the side of the bed.

	“Wait,” said Tova. “You are still recovering.”

	“I feel wonderful.”

	“I will take her,” Kiva said, and Tova acquiesced with a small nod.

	Kiva led her along a white passageway, broad and high-ceilinged with light glittering in from high windows. It stretched on forever with no end in sight, and as they walked Isabella perhaps ought to have been concerned the Goddess would forever be at the end of a neverending passageway. But she felt no concern. She felt only surety, surety that the Goddess was here. 

	Sure enough, the passageway stretched on forever until it didn’t anymore. A door appeared, solid and real as though it had been there the whole time. “Ah,” Kiva said. “She’s ready for you.”

	“Thank you,” Isabella said, “truly, for everything.”

	The angel smiled, caressed her cheek softly, and left.

	Isabella watched her go for a moment, then turned back to the door. It was modest, unassuming. Merely a plain, wooden door. She took a deep breath and knocked.

	A brief silence, then, “come in.” 

	She put her hand on the rounded knob and pushed it open.

	 

	 


Chapter 31

	 

	She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting. An airy atrium with white marble pillars and tinkling vine-entwined water fountains, perhaps. 

	She was in an office. A cluttered one with boxes stacked everywhere and junk spilling out of half-open drawers. In the centre was a desk covered in haphazard stacks of parchment, scattered broken and bent quills, and colourful ink stains. 

	A woman sat at it, older, frizzy hair. A little tubby. She wrote with a brilliantly violet quill in her hand and ink all over her fingers, and at the same time she was looking at Isabella with a beaming smile and sparkling eyes. “Hello,” she said.

	“Er, hello,” said Isabella. She stood there, gazing around the chaotic mess searching for the face she knew so well, the face of the woman she’d seen in countless statues. “I’m looking for the Goddess.”

	“You have found her,” said the woman.

	Isabela paused. They were the only two in there. “Does she… but she is in human form, is she not?” 

	The woman nodded. “I am the Goddess, Isabella.”

	“Oh.” Another pause. “Oh.” She struggled to conceal her confusion.

	The woman continued to write, quill scratching across the page at a mile a minute. She smiled to herself as she wrote, amused at Isabella’s bafflement. “You were expecting a seven-foot tall exquisitely beautiful and perfectly flawless woman.”

	“Well,” said Isabella diplomatically. “You do not look quite the same as the statues, I must admit.” In the back of her mind, she wondered if this were a trick, and her eyes darted around looking for Cerys’ handiwork.

	“No,” said the woman. “Cerys is not tricking you. I am the Goddess. I never gave humanity any indication of my appearance. You assumed I was young and beautiful, as people always do when they imagine a woman they have never seen.”

	“Oh,” said Isabella. She took a closer look at the woman. She looked bright-eyed and cheerful, a comforting familiarity to her after all. But she looked tired, too. Frazzled, as though it had been far too long since she’d done something so simple as take a deep breath. She had a frantic energy to her; she buzzed with a kind of disorganised excitement, clearly busy with a million things at once. 

	A desk drawer sprung open and she rummaged through it with one hand, the other still busy on the page. “I told you only that I made humans in my image,” she said, now searching wildly through multiple drawers. “I’ve always had a bit of a chuckle that humans assumed that meant beautiful. Quite vain of you, don’t you think?” She glanced up with twinkling eyes. 

	“I wouldn’t say you weren’t beautiful,” Isabella said. “Just not what I was expecting, that’s all.”

	“I am a frumpy old woman,” the Goddess said plainly. “But enough about this, it is not why you are here.”

	“No,” said Isabella. “It isn’t.” She had a million questions, a million things she wanted to say jumping around in her head all scrambling to get out at once.

	The Goddess finally paused her bustling and looked at Isabella expectantly.

	An odd-looking ball rolled out from behind the desk. The Goddess shot her foot out and quickly shoved it back.

	Isabella blinked. She thought she’d caught a brief glimpse of a gumboot there. “What was that ball?” 

	“Nothing,” the Goddess said, a little too quickly.

	“It looked like a globe.”

	She moved a box so it couldn’t roll out again. “Ignore it. Ask me your questions.” She clasped her hands together and forced herself to sit still.

	Isabella looked around the room again. 

	The Goddess followed her gaze, and said with some insistence: “It’s an organised mess.”

	Isabella opened her mouth, then closed it again. After all this, she hadn’t the faintest idea where to start. “I was told there would be cheese,” she finally said.

	The Goddess suppressed a smile. “Metaphorical cheese. I’m the cheese, Isabella.”

	She looked down. “Yes, no, I understand that.”

	“But I suppose you must be hungry after your ordeal.”

	“I’M FAMISHED.” The words burst out of her like an explosion, startling both of them. Isabella stepped back and covered her mouth. “I’m so sorry Goddess, I didn’t mean to shout like that. Yes, I’m a little hungry.”

	The Goddess shook her head with a laugh, and any remaining doubt Isabella might have had that this wasn’t the Goddess slipped away, so joyous was the laugh. It came from deep in her belly and spilled out of her mouth and flooded the room with revitalising energy. Isabella felt the power of it immediately, a buzz spreading through her so infectious she found herself beaming like a buffoon. 

	The Goddess snapped her fingers. A cheeseboard with dozens of different types of cheeses appeared, each more appetising than the last. There were hard cheeses and soft cheeses, white cheeses and blue cheeses, goat’s and sheep’s cheeses, crumbling, buttery, creamy, and drizzly. A dusting of aromatic herbs was scattered over the whole platter, almonds and sprigs of parsley amongst them. Isabella stared at it, marvelling at the varieties. 

	“But that is not near enough to sustain you,” said the Goddess. She jumped up and swept several stacks of parchment off the desk with sudden force. Astonished, Isabella watched the contents of her desk burst into a chaotic cloud of pages and flutter to the ground. 

	The Goddess shrugged. “They were all crap anyway.” 

	A dozen platters materialised on the desk in the space cleared. Loaves of golden-crusted bread, warm and fresh, succulent meats drenched in creamy sauces, pastries soft and buttery, silver dishes with honeys and jams, ripe glistening fruits, a flagon of wine. The smells wafted towards Isabella and made her mouth water.

	“Well, don’t just stand there practically having an orgasm,” said the Goddess. “Sit. Dine with me.”

	Isabella sat immediately. The Goddess poured her wine and served her some of each dish, and together they ate a divine meal in every sense. Meats stuffed with mushrooms and potatoes and cooked to perfection, the juices just right, pastries that melted on her tongue, the soft cheeses cream in her mouth, and all of it savoured to the last mouthful, enjoyed all the better with her newly restored taste buds. 

	“You know, Isabella,” the Goddess said, “I didn’t just agree to meet you for your sake. I owe you my gratitude.”

	Isabella’s brow creased. “Gratitude for what?”

	“We’ll get to that. I was also quite fascinated to meet one of my own creations in life. It is a treat few creators get.”

	Isabella set down her fork and glanced up at the Goddess. She was looking at her the way a parent watches their young take their first steps, full of pride.

	“You are so very fascinating to me. Real flesh and blood. I created you, but you developed your own dreams and desires and goals.” She snapped her fingers again and the empty platters disappeared. 

	“So,” said Isabella, “we do determine the course of our own lives, then? You do not act the puppeteer?”

	The Goddess gave a half-smile, self-mocking. “Oh, I tried to, at first. I had all these grand visions of how I wanted my world to be. I wanted everything to go exactly as I planned, all the players in it acting accordingly. But I soon realised this could never happen. You were too independent, you had your own ideas, and I could never constrain that. I had to let you make your own choices.”

	Isabella nodded. It was what she expected, but she hadn’t really come to talk about that either. She patted her face with a napkin and looked at her creator quite seriously. “Goddess, I come to beg for the souls of the thirty-seven people I sent to the Judge. And more than that, I come to ask that you review every case that has ever gone before the Judge.”

	The Goddess returned her gaze, eyebrow raised. “Why? They are in the underworld. That is Necrisia’s domain, I cannot intervene there. And the judgements were made in Nihilia’s domain. She judges everyone objectively.”

	“You mean Satan and the Judge, I suppose. Because they’re innocent. Some of them, at least. The Judge has been sending them to the deepest dimension.”

	“That cannot be. Not if they’re innocent.”

	“Shouldn’t you know?”

	“I do not meddle with either of my sisters’ domains.”

	“Well, you need to. Innocent people are being condemned to eternal torture.”

	The Goddess tilted her head, running the words over her tongue like they were a puzzle to be put together. “That is impossible, and yet you are not lying. Let me look into it.” She closed her eyes.

	“Tha-,” Isabella began to say, then stopped. The Goddess’s presence had disappeared, though her physical form was still in front of her. It sat there, her body still, as though she had fallen asleep sitting up. Isabella looked about her, unsure what to do. On the other side of the office a potted sunflower stood tall and bright. She looked back at the Goddess, still frozen in her seat. 

	She was struck by the urge to poke her, and made herself sit on her hands. 

	After several minutes, the Goddess opened her eyes, profound agitation now etched across her face. “Damn Necrisia to all the hells,” she said through gritted teeth. Her eyes widened. “I didn’t say that in Farskian, did I?”

	“Er, no.” Isabella said. “Viatanesian.”

	“Oh, that’s all right then. The dimensional planes throw a bit of a wobbly when I say it in Farskian.” She pulled a well-used, dog-eared notebook from a drawer and flicked through it. “I should’ve known she would try this.”

	Isabella looked at her questioningly. 

	“Necrisia has corrupted her. Convinced her to send innocent souls to her. Got her hooks into her neutrality and dragged it downwards. Nihilia always looked up to Necrisia, but I never thought it could ever mean she’d allow herself to be influenced by her. Her very veins are built of impartiality.” She looked at Isabella with a grimace. “But I should have known. Nihilia is a middle child, after all.”

	Isabella nodded. “Of course.” 

	The Goddess sighed. “Necrisia was a terrible sister to grow up with. Never wanted to do anything but spread death. I will review every single case.” 

	Isabella exhaled. “Thank you.” 

	The Goddess fell silent for several moments, eyebrows creased in contemplation. 

	“Goddess,” Isabella asked next, when she could wait no longer. “Who tried to assassinate the Queen?”

	The Goddess snapped out of her musings and looked at Isabella with a warm smile. “You felt the need to come here because you felt purposeless, directionless. And no wonder, because you already knew what your purpose was, but you were always being thwarted from fulfilling it. Your purpose is to fight for justice. You believe in the sanctity of life and you are driven to hunt down the people who would take one. Constantly being prevented from doing this chipped away at you slowly for years until you couldn’t take it anymore. But you did have the right idea with your proposal for the Chief before you went off on a wee bit of a tangent there.” 

	“Right, sure. Of course. But… the Queen’s assassin? Was it Cadmus or not?”

	The Goddess laughed. “My point is, you would not feel fulfilled if I simply told you. You have to find it out yourself.”

	“Mmmm,” said Isabella. “I think at this point I’d really rather just know.”

	“You really just want to be outright told?”

	“I do.”

	“I’m not supposed to.”

	“Ah, go on.”

	The Goddess picked up her quill and turned it over in her hands, her expression reflective. It was a beautiful quill, the long feather of a swan with gold trimming that glinted as she turned it, and the deep violet of earlier had now transformed into a sapphire blue. “It wasn’t Cadmus. Nobody tried to assassinate the Queen. The food taster was killed by a rival food taster.”

	Isabella blinked. “A rival… what?”

	The Goddess shrugged. “He wanted the job for himself. It’s a very prestigious position.”

	“Gregor? The boy with the lovely tapestry? He’s the murderer?”

	“No, it wasn’t Gregor either. Hundreds of men apply for that position, what are the odds of you being chosen when the position opens up? He’s going to have to murder an awful lot of them before he gets his chance. So you’d better get back there and catch him.”

	“Well, who is it then?” 

	“I’m not going to spoon feed you everything. You’re going to return to Solistopia and find out for yourself. It’s what you were meant to do.”

	Isabella gritted her teeth. “Fine.” She supposed she could grudgingly accept that. “What about Marianela, then, the actress? Who killed her?”

	“Ah, Marianela.” The Goddess’s face lit up. “Did you ever see her dance? She was exquisite.”

	“I did. At the Night Flower theatre. She was transcendent.” 

	The Goddess nodded. “All right, this one I’ll give you. But only because sometimes you have the tendency to be a little too soft. You believe people too readily when they give you a tearful, wide-eyed look and proclaim their innocence. Even when—” she gave Isabella a scolding frown “— they are literally actresses. This murder was exactly as it seemed. She was killed by a jealous lover.”

	“Oh.”

	“I don’t understand jealousy myself. When my lovers are with their lovers, it fills me with joy. But, we are all different.” She turned her quill over in her hand again, and again it caught Isabella’s eye, now a rich emerald green. “You are sometimes a bit too eager to believe people are good,” the Goddess continued. “Unfortunately, it’s not always so.”

	There was a long pause. Isabella stared at her feet, not yet able to ask her next question. When she looked back up at the Goddess, she was studying her with inquisitive eyes. “You’re not asking about the priestess.” 

	“I’m not sure I want to know that one.”

	“Oh, you do. Still, I can’t tell you everything. What I can do is leave you with something that will enable you to fulfil your purpose. Use it as you see fit.” She placed a file in a brown folder before her. “And then I must go.”

	“Go?”

	“You’ve put Necrisia out of commission.”

	Isabella swallowed. “Er, yes.”

	“Relax. It’s quite all right. I approve. This is what I owe you gratitude for. You’ve freed me.”

	Isabella stared at her blankly, uncomprehending. “What?”

	“There are multiple worlds, you know,” the Goddess said. “Thousands, perhaps millions of them. All with their own creators. There are creators who control absolutely everything their people do, and those who let their creations do as they please. There are those who punish them for the oddest things, and there are those who treat it as a big joke. There is one who treats her creations as pure entertainment. Just sits up there watching them, fascinated to see what they’ll do next. There is one who began as a human, but ascended to the level of Goddess, and do you know what she did as soon as she became a Goddess? She banished all the cheesemakers.”

	Isabella gasped.

	“Anyway, I have another world myself. I thought I could manage both, but I can’t. I was panicking a bit, actually, at what I was to do about the dilemma. I couldn’t leave you, because it would create an imbalance, but my new world needs me more. Now that Morta is comatose, that’s no longer the case. You don’t need a benevolent force to balance out the malevolent one. You’ve freed me. So thank you, Isabella.”

	Isabella could only gape. She couldn’t be saying this. The Goddess couldn’t leave.

	“You don’t need me anymore. Truly, you don’t. I may have created you in the beginning, but you have taken on a life of your own.  You have become independent.” 

	Isabella found her voice again. “That’s not true. We’d be lost without you.”

	“Nonsense. Look at all the things you’ve created yourself. Your fully functioning society with all its systems. I didn’t do that, that was all you. You don’t need me, and you don’t need Satan, and you certainly don’t need the Judge. You’ve developed your own justice system. Use it.”

	“No,” said Isabella. Panic was rising in her, no matter how much the remnants of drifting angel essences tried to supress it. The panic was stronger, the ramifications of taking out Satan crashing down on her like a tidal wave. “No. This is a cop out. This is why I felt abandoned. Because you’re literally abandoning us!”

	“Yes,” said the Goddess. “I am. Because you’ve outgrown me.”

	“How long have you been working on this world?”

	She shrugged. “A few months, perhaps.”

	Right around the time Isabella had begun to feel lost.

	“I think in this one, I won’t make my presence known,” the Goddess mused to herself. “I’ve always been a little uncomfortable with the excessive worship, you know. All those statues. Unnecessary, I think.” 

	Isabella could have stamped her foot in frustration. “There’s something else.” She was grasping around in desperation for anything she could think of. “Strange things were happening in Solistopia before I left. Things changing. Things not what they ought to be. Weirdly dressed fiddlers. Strange languages. Deserts where oceans should be. Something’s wrong with your world. You have to stay to fix it.”

	The Goddess looked away. “Yes, that was my fault.”

	“Your fault?”

	“Creating another world is tough work. I sometimes get a bit mixed up, and the two merge. Bleed into each other.”

	Isabella stared at her.

	“I’m not perfect, Isabella,” the Goddess said. “I make plenty of mistakes. I get overwhelmed.” 

	“You tired of this world,” Isabella said, unable to keep the accusatory tone from her voice. “And you’ve moved on to another.”

	The Goddess indicated the brown folder, the one she’d said would enable Isabella to fulfil her purpose. “I’m certainly not supposed to give you this. I’m doing it as a thank you for freeing me.”

	“Stop staying that. I haven’t freed you, you’re running away. Running away from your own world. Abandoning your responsibility.” 

	The Goddess only shook her head, unswayed. “It isn’t my world anymore, it’s yours. And your world no longer needs me.”

	“I need you. I’m lost. I have too many failings. You say my purpose is to seek justice for those murdered, but how can I do that when I realise now how so very woefully inadequate I am as a commander? I need you now more than I ever have.”

	“You were thrust a little too early and undeservingly, perhaps, into that role. Before you were ready.  But since you were, indeed, thrust there, it is your responsibility to rise to the occasion. You have what it takes to become a good commander. And when you do, you will feel fulfilled, and productive, and happy, with no need of a Goddess. Even less of a need of a Goddess than ever, because that achievement will have come from your own self. Isabella, the payoff for it coming from your own self will be like a thousand evenings at an angel tavern in one. 

	Your determination to be better proves you can do it. And I’ll tell you something else, I never gave you that determination. It’s all you. You don’t need me, you have you.”

	“But,” Isabella said, one final desperate plea left in her. “Even if that’s so, I can’t be responsible for humanity no longer having a Goddess. I can’t. I won’t be able to bear the guilt.” 

	The Goddess smiled. “You should feel no guilt over it. This is a good thing. We’re both moving on, growing.”

	“And yet, I will.”

	“Then it is something you will have to work on overcoming. Yourself.”

	“You’re abandoning us,” Isabella repeated, quietly, firmly. To thin air. The Goddess had vanished.

	 

	Isabella sat there, alone, staring at the empty chair behind the desk. She squeezed her eyes shut. Opened them again. The empty chair stared back. She stood and walked behind the desk. Picked her way around the pages scattered on the floor. Ran her hand along the wood, worn and aged. Pulled the chair back. The ball the Goddess had shoved under the desk rolled out, and she picked it up and held it before her. It was a globe, a whole world, with oceans and land masses, but none she was familiar with. She twirled it around on her finger and looked at all the unfamiliar shapes of the lands with their mountains and valleys and deserts.

	She set it carefully aside and sat in the chair. The Goddess’s quill lay there, now gleaming a yellow as bright as the sun. She held it a moment, running her fingers along the soft feather. Then she pulled one of the stacks of parchment towards her and began to read. Notes. Jottings. Idle musings. Hurried scrawlings of peoples and cultures so different from any she’d ever heard of. She read the words, and then looked at the globe again, and knew she was looking at the new world the Goddess had built. 

	She read descriptions of fascinating people, and immediately wanted to know more of them. Her fingers trailed over the words and she marvelled in wonder. There seemed to be dozens of different versions too. The Goddess would create people with her words, and cross them out, and change everything constantly. Bit by bit building them up until they reached their final versions. And there were mistakes, and inconsistencies, and things that didn’t quite make sense. There were parts that were chaotic and disorganised, a frantic mess.

	Was this how the Goddess had created her, she wondered, flicking faster and faster through the pages. And Cerys, and Theo, and everyone in all the world. She wondered how many different versions of herself there had been. Who she could have been. If it even mattered, if it was all up to her anyway.

	She set the pages aside and picked up the brown folder. Something that would enable Isabella to fulfil her purpose, the Goddess had said. As she began to read, Isabella felt a cold tingle spread along her spine.

	It was about the Chief. Pages and pages of corrupt dealings over the years. She’d been taking bribes, and making them herself. Paying demons to kill people. Using people who were wanted out of the way as scapegoats. Her eyes flit over all the names. She recognised some of them. Remembered how insistent the Chief had been that this particular person must be arrested. And she’d always believed it, because she’d thought the Chief knew best. 

	She put the folder down with a thud. It couldn’t be true, surely. The Chief was harsh, but she could not be so bad as this. She was a follower of the Goddess, she could not have such a sinful disregard for human life. 

	The memory of the marketplace havoc demon casting an illusion spell to make Theo appear as the Chief came back to her. The demon had known what she looked like. Her gut twisted. 

	“Isabella?” a voice said, jolting her out of her dismay. She looked up. Kiva stood in the doorway.

	“It is time for you to return home.”

	“She’s gone,” Isabella said. “She’s just gone. She’s deserted us.”

	“She will be back to visit.”

	“But—”

	“It will be all right, Isabella. You can do this on your own. You are capable and strong.”

	They walked back along the long passageway together, Isabella clutching the folder in her hands. She glanced at the angel beside her, her presence as warm and comforting as ever. “Won’t you miss her?” 

	Kiva’s smile was wistful. “Oh yes, very much. I love all my girlfriends with all my heart, but to be perfectly frank, an eight-person relationship borders on overwhelming at times. Seven will be more manageable. But we will always welcome her back with open arms.”

	She stopped walking and turned to her. “Vita is a wonderful being Isabella, but she has her flaws. She does not cope well with too much responsibility. She values the lives of her creations so highly she couldn’t handle the responsibility of judging for herself what is to be done with murderers. So she made her sister do it.”

	“And now she is making us do it.”

	“I believe you can rise to the occasion.”

	They walked a little further.

	“You have not asked, but I know you want to know,” Kiva said after a few moments of contemplative silence. “Priestess Amadea has been here in the overworld since her death. The entire time.”

	The relief that flooded through Isabella was immense. She’d needed to know, but had been too scared of the answer. 

	“What you saw in the underworld was an illusion.  A havoc demon wanting to cause a little havoc.”

	Isabella’s grip tightened around the folder. She should’ve known. “Firesh. Fucking havoc demons.”

	The angel nodded in agreement. “Fucking havoc demons.”

	Kiva drew her in for a hug. They embraced, a long comforting moment, the angel’s arms warm and protective around her. “Close your eyes,” she said.

	Isabella did so, felt the angel take a deep breath against her, and then felt herself falling away from the overworld. 

	When she opened her eyes, she was in her own bed, in her villa, in Solistopia. The folder was on the pillow beside her, and poking out of it was the tip of the Goddess’s quill, now the colour of a perfectly ripened orange. 

	Before her eyes, it transformed into a fierce, fiery red.

	 


Chapter 32

	 

	Isabella leapt to the windows and threw open the curtains. Sunlight spilled in, bathing her in warmth. Early morning rays streamed across the city and made the ocean beyond sparkle a dazzling blue. She was home.

	She raced out the door, down the stairs, and through her villa to the stables, where she saddled up her horse and rode straight to the guardhouse. It stood there towering above her the same as it ever had. She could hear guards stirring in the barracks, getting ready for another day. Life had continued here as normal. 

	She burst inside and was about to hurry up the stairs when the door that led to the Judge’s chamber caught her eye. She turned back and pushed it open, hurried down those flights of stairs that seemed to go on forever until she came to the bottom. She’d been here so many times before. The same process every time — open the door, push the prisoner through, retreat and wash her hands of the whole thing.

	Now, she placed her hand on the door and pulled it open. Nothing but a solid stone wall greeted her. The room was gone. The Judge was gone. The intermediary dimension was gone, as though it had never been there at all.

	She shut the door slowly, contemplating the significance of this. Bringing murderers to justice, then, was now fully the responsibility of humanity. She squared her shoulders and nodded, and made a promise to herself that she would rise to the occasion. 

	She raced back up flight after flight of stairs, all the way up to the guards’ floor. They were beginning to arrive for the day, their stations already bustling with activity.

	“Commander!” a familiar voice shouted. Liam approached, a lopsided grin on his cheery face. “You’ve been gone a wee while.”

	“Liam,” she said. “How delighted I am to see you. Things are about to change around here. Where’s Theo?”

	“Been fired.” He rubbed his chin. “Somethin’ about taking off with no warning. Say, where’ve you been?”

	“Like hell he’s been fired. I’ll tell you everything later. Is the Chief in?”

	“Not yet. Should be arriving soon. But I should warn you, she’s… well, let’s just say she’s seen happier days.”

	“I’ll fucking bet.”

	She went to the Chief’s office and sat in her chair. While she waited, she took up a fresh piece of parchment, dipped the Chief’s quill into her pot of ink, and began writing. 

	The Chief entered a short while later, mug of tea in one hand, parchment in the other, and started at the sight of Isabella in her chair. Her face morphed into a thundercloud. 

	Isabella held a hand up. “Calm down,” she said, before the Chief had said a word. “Take a seat.”

	“I will not.” She strode to the desk and loomed over her. “Where in all the sexless hells have you been? You deserted us for a week? Without saying anything?” She spat the words out in a rhythmic staccato of disbelief. “You are fired. You are done. You are finished.”

	Isabella let her rage on for several minutes. But even the Chief had to stop at some point to take a breath, and when she did, Isabella interrupted her. “Take a seat. We have several issues to discuss.”

	The Chief gaped at her like a startled morepork. “Get the fuck out of my chair.”

	“I know everything.”

	“What are you talking about? 

	“The bribes, the false arrests, the collusion with demons. The sinful disregard for human life.”

	The Chief scoffed. “You’re talking nonsense.”

	Isabella slid the Goddess’s folder over to her. “Open it.”

	A few moments of stubborn refusal, then the Chief relented and picked it up. She flicked through the pages, first with apathy, then dawning realisation. Her face paled. 

	“Sit, Chief.”

	She sat down with a thud. “Where did you get this?”

	“From someone who does not tolerate the highest sin.”

	“I suppose you’re after my job.” Her voice was a quiet surrender.

	“Actually, no. Your job isn’t for me. I want to stay in my current position. But the way we run things around here are going to change. Every case that comes our way will be fully investigated without bias. No expenses spared. We will leave no stone unturned. The structure of this unit will be dismantled and rebuilt. Different departments will be created for different categories of crime. Different positions will be created amongst the guards and more roles and responsibilities will be distributed amongst them. The whole lot.”

	“We don’t have the budget for all that.”

	“That’s where the bribes you’ve taken over the years will come in handy. You’ll put every last coin of it back into our budget. You’re a wealthy woman. I’m sure your personal funds will go far.”

	The Chief stared at her with bland hatred, hands tightly gripping the arms of the chair. But she remained calm. “And me?”

	“You will stay on as Chief. You will allow me to run everything as I see fit. I will be keeping a close eye on you, and if I catch one whiff of corruption, you’re done. If you do not…” Isabella stood now, placed both hands on the desk, and rose so that the Chief had no choice but to look up at her. “If you do not, I will tell the Queens. I will tell the Senate. I will tell the Council of Enchantresses. I will tell your wives.”

	The Chief swallowed.

	Isabella rolled the parchment she’d been writing on into a scroll and strode to the door.

	“You’re a foolish girl.” The Chief spoke the words quietly, her voice so low Isabella almost missed it.

	She sighed, hand on the doorknob. “Yes, I suppose you think I am.”

	“This plan of yours to restructure the department. I assume it will involve giving more power to the guards.”

	Isabella turned back to her. The Chief wasn’t looking at her, she sat hunched over, head down, hands grabbing fistfuls of her tunic into crumpled balls. She seemed so small suddenly, and Isabella wondered how she’d ever found her intimidating. “Yes.”

	“Did you never stop to think there might be a reason we make sure men cannot advance in society?”

	A long silence stretched between them. Isabella waited for her to continue, reasonably sure she was about to tell her anyway.

	“You don’t know what men with power will do to us. You have no idea. You can’t even conceive of the things they will do. If you continue down this path, it will end in the destruction of our way of life.”

	Isabella rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic.” She left the room. 

	 

	On the guards’ floor, Liam was wrestling a manacled man in the direction of the dungeon stairs. 

	“I didn’t do it,” the man protested, tugging at his manacles.

	“Course ya didn’t,” Liam shouted cheerily. “Those thousands of turkey basters just stole themselves, I’m sure.”

	Isabella intercepted them. “Liam, I don’t suppose you know where Theo’s living now?”

	“Course,” he said, and told her all about how the Chief had unceremoniously kicked Theo out of the guards’ barracks, and he’d gone to live at his old place in East Ysentus.

	“Thank you. I’m going out for a bit.” She nodded at the turkey baster thief. “Once you get him down to the dungeon, question him, would you?”

	Liam screwed up his face in puzzlement “Er. Question him?”

	“That’s right.”

	“About what?”

	“About anything you think may be relevant. And things that you think aren’t too. Question him about everything.”

	“But I don’t know how.” 

	“Rise to the occasion, Liam,” she called behind her as she swept from the room.

	  

	The tenement building Theo lived in was made up of dozens of rows of rundown flats. Isabella walked along a dingy corridor until she came to his door and knocked.

	Moments later, Theo stood before her in a dressing gown, rubbing his eyes and yawning. He had several days of stubble on his face and his hair stuck out in all directions. He gazed at Isabella for a bleary, unfocused moment, then broke into a broad smile. “You’re alive!”

	Isabella grinned. “As are you!” 

	They flung their arms around each other in a tight embrace.

	“I’m so sorry,” she said when they pulled apart.

	He waved it off. “You were full to burstin’ with demon essences. I understand.”

	“But I left you there with no way to get back.”

	He snorted. “I’m an independent man, Isy, not some helpless child. There’s no need to be so protective of me. I’m perfectly capable of finding my own way out of things.” He paused. “Also Cerys helped me.”

	“Right.” She looked down.

	“But I would’ve been just fine on my own too,” he insisted. “Come on in.”

	Inside, the flat was small and cluttered, but cosy. He cleared a space for her on the sofa and went to the kitchen to make tea. “Sorry, it’s not much,” he called out from the kitchen. “A bit cramped.”

	“It’s fine,” she called back. She glanced around the living area. He still had his guard’s uniform, neatly folded up on a wooden chair along with several other tunics. There was a well-stocked whiskey cabinet in the corner, and on top of it lay a book that looked suspiciously like one from Tuveral’s library. Beside the cabinet was a door she supposed was the bedroom, and while she waited for Theo to make the tea it opened. 

	A man exited, half-dressed and still pulling on his boots, cloak flung over his shoulders. She recognised his clothing as typical of those the stevedores wore; she’d seen them many times working the docks, sweating under the Solistopian sun.

	“Hello,” she said politely.

	“That’s Rupert,” Theo called out.

	Rupert nodded a curt greeting. “Can’t stay, late for work.” He poked his head inside the kitchen, kissed Theo goodbye, and left the flat.

	“Tell me everything,” Theo said, hurrying back a moment later with two mugs of tea. He handed her one and leapt onto the sofa opposite Isabella, crossing his legs under him. “Were you in the overworld? What’s it like? What’s the Goddess like? What are her seven girlfriends like? I need to know every detail. Oh and are you all right? Probably shoulda started with that. Not imbued with the essence of evil anymore and all that, I mean?”

	Isabella laughed. “No, I’m not, and I’m well, and it was… enlightening. I have a lot to tell. But first I must give you something.” She handed him the scroll she’d been writing on in the Chief’s office.

	He unrolled it, eyes skimming across the words. “Oh, bugger me. Thank you. I’m touched.”

	“No need to thank me. I should have given it to you the first time you asked. It was wrong of me not to.”

	“I’m not sure it will do any good though.”

	“No,” she said. “Probably not. Still, you must try. You must apply for the position of commander with the 11th unit. I know realistically, you won’t get it, not even with my reference. It’s just not done. But I believe in time things can change, even if they change too slowly to be fair, and this could be the start of that change.”

	He nodded. “I appreciate it, truly.”

	“And,” Isabella continued, “if you don’t get the job, you have another one waiting for you in our unit.”

	“Oh no I don’t. If I set foot in the guardhouse again the Chief’ll dropkick me so hard out the door I’ll go spinning across the city right out across the ocean and land somewhere in the eternal seas.”

	“That’s where you’re wrong,” Isabella said. “The Chief’s dropkicks have been rendered powerless.”

	He raised a questioning eyebrow, and she leant forward and told him everything.

	“But you would not be going back to your old job. I’m going to create a new position for you. Deputy Commander. Not as good as Commander, obviously, which is why it’s important you still apply with the 11th unit and show them you have what it takes. But if it doesn’t work out, you will always have a place by my side. And things will be different now. I’m going to create a separate department for murder cases. You won’t be patrolling the streets, you’ll be investigating murders. I’ll give you your own cases you’ll be in charge of. You’ll have a lot of independence.” 

	“Blimey,” he said. “That sounds perfect.”

	They discussed Isabella’s proposed changes for several more minutes, sipping their teas, until finally she asked what she’d been itching to. “Theo, have you seen her? Since you got back?”

	He shook his head. “She got me back to Dēsiccātum Square, we portalled back here, and then she immediately disappeared off into the night, shouting something about having to get on with her next gig.”

	Isabella stared into her cup. “I have no idea where she lives.”

	“No, me either. I’ve wandered around a bit in areas she frequents, visited a few places around Kelberviertila, questioned the thieves she runs with. But there’s no sign of her. She won’t be found if she doesn’t want to be.”

	“What if I never see her again?” 

	“I hardly think that’s likely. She’ll come to you eventually, she always does.”

	“Things are different now.”

	“Isy, she’ll find you.” 

	The surety with which he said it eased her worry, and she felt herself relax. 

	The door to his bedroom opened again then, someone else rushing out in a hurry to get to work. Isabella was about to greet him, but found herself closing her mouth in surprise. It was a woman, dressed in a wrinkled barmaid’s uniform, her long golden hair piled on top of her head in a messy bun. She smiled brightly at Isabella, introduced herself as Eteri, then gave Theo a quick kiss goodbye as Rupert had done, and hurried out in a frenzied whirl. 

	Isabella looked back at Theo, eyebrow raised.

	“Don’t judge,” he said.

	“I’m not judging. It’s just… she was a woman, Theo.”

	He laughed. “I’m well aware. What can I say, I have diverse tastes.”

	“So I see.” She gazed at him curiously. “There’s still so much I don’t know about you.”

	“Indeed.”

	“I’d like to learn more, though.”

	“And you will. But first things first.” He cupped his hands around his mug, eyes brimming with eager anticipation. “You absolutely must tell me, how the fuck does the Goddess work?” 

	 


Epilogue

	 

	“Not quite,” Isabella said, reaching for another brush. “The eeee sound is flatter.”

	Theo cleared his throat and tried again. “Pleased to meet you.” 

	“Better. But the Orgezians tend to mumble a little. Not even the nobility class would enunciate like that.” She smudged a little more charcoal into his eyebrows and pulled back to examine her work. “Not bad. You look just like the husband of an Orgezian senator. Very dapper.”

	He adjusted his bowtie. “Thank you. And you, the perfect picture of an Orgezian senator. You really think they’re gonna believe we’re Orgezian?”

	“Just stay away from eeees, and I think you’ll be passable.” She examined her face in the mirror. “Is my appearance altered enough? The Queens know what I look like. It’s crucial I’m completely unrecognisable.”

	“I wouldn’t know it was you if I didn’t know it was you,” he assured her.

	She smoothed down her dress and grimaced. It was a sweeping floor length deep emerald silk gown, and certainly striking, but infuriatingly pocketless. “I’ll never understand how Orgezian women survive without pockets. Where am I to put my things?” She eyed Theo’s satchel.

	He clasped it protectively against his chest. 

	“Oh please. I only need to store a few things in it. My coin purse and the scroll falsely proving my Orgezian identity.”

	Theo relented and opened his satchel. “All right, if you must.”

	“And perhaps these charcoals and paints and brushes, in case I need to touch up my disguise later on.” She swept her hand over the array of instruments before them.

	Theo sighed.

	 

	They travelled to the palace in an unmarked carriage. Many of the ball guests had already arrived, opulent carriage after carriage lined up almost the entire length of the palace carriageway.

	Isabella handed their invitation to the servant at the palace entrance. He glanced down at it and nodded. “This way, if you please.” They were led through several palace galleries to the grand ballroom, its great golden doors opening into a spacious hall of lively festivities. 

	A footman stepped forward and announced their arrival in a booming voice. “Senator Dakjas and her husband, of the court of Ghisria.” 

	The ballroom was filled with dozens of dancing couples whirling their way around the dance floor, dressed in a wide array of bright colours, a band playing music livelier than the early morning larks. 

	Isabella and Theo greeted dozens of guests, royals and nobles and senators and enchantresses from all over the Viatanesian realm. They made up great stories of their lives in Orgezia, careful to keep all the details consistent, and played their parts with enthusiasm and vigour. 

	“Aria, may I have this dance?” Theo asked, once they had made their introductory rounds.

	“Of course, Nikau,” Isabella replied in her well-practiced Orgezian accent. They made their way to the dance floor and danced several dances together, and as they danced, Isabella took careful note of every detail. There were perhaps 200 people in the room, she judged. She saw Senator Tresia and Senator Eatuer clinking glasses and laughing, she saw Enchantress Giasenne patiently teaching Duchess Wai the tango, she saw one of the fiddlers in the band winking at Kasia, she saw Via and Micaela and Isolde with their gowns already half off sneaking into a tucked away alcove together. 

	How different it all was to the last ball she’d been at, if that dismal demon event could even be called a ball. Here, her people freely talked and danced and laughed and touched, the sheer vibrancy plain on their faces. The light of the setting sun filtered through the windows and hit the chandelier, casting a rainbow of colours over them all.

	“He should be making his entrance soon,” Isabella murmured to Theo under her breath.

	Sure enough, it wasn’t long until a gong rang out. The music stopped playing, the dancers stopped dancing, the people by the banquet tables set down their appetisers. Everyone turned to the doors. A footman introduced the Queens, and the doors swung open. 

	The guests stood aside and bowed. Isabella and Theo found themselves hustled backwards as the crowd parted, an aisle forming the length of the ballroom. The Queens walked down it, arm in arm, towards their thrones. Isabella strained to see from behind several guests. He walked several steps behind the Queens, the newly appointed food taster. She caught glimpses of him from the back, flashes of his mousy brown hair through the crowd.

	The Queens reached their thrones and sat. The food taster took his place to the left of the Queen regnant, two steps back. Isabella weaved her way amongst the guests closer to the front, slowly, casually, keeping an eye on the boy as much as she could. He could be the one who’d killed Gregor, the little bastard.  And Dion, and who knew how many else. It was unlikely, but possible. More likely that he was about to become a victim himself. She approached as close as she dared, careful to leave several guests between her and the Queens, and searched for a spot where she’d have the best vantage point.

	Appetisers were bought before the Queens as soon as they sat. Isabella stood on her toes and tried to see. The boy stepped forward and began sampling the dishes. 

	“Continue dancing,” Queen Imanta called out with a flick of her wrist. 

	The musicians resumed playing, the crowd dispersed, the dancing started up again, and the Queens ate their meals. Isabella wandered back and forward along a stretch beside one of the banquet tables, pretending to watch the dancing, though really she was keeping a close eye on the boy. He looked like an anxious sort, shifting his weight from foot to foot, nervously eyeing the food.

	A new dish appeared before the Queens, and he stepped forward again. Isabella watched him carefully. He brushed his hand in front of his face as though he were swatting away a mosquito, then picked up the fork.  There was something odd about that movement, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

	The dish proved to be unpoisoned, and the Queens resumed eating. Isabella wandered a few feet to the left and found a painting to pretend to admire just close enough that she could see the boy from her peripheral vision.

	Most of the time he was still, waiting for the next course to appear. He looked straight ahead, watched the festivities before him, but his eyes moved, constantly sweeping around the room. She stared at him, watched him watching everyone else. He wasn’t really idly taking in the scene, she realised. That sweeping gaze of his was shrewd, sharp. Unnecessarily vigilant. There was something about the way he… Isabella paused. She carefully went over everything she’d seen of him. Very little, really, but she endeavoured to conjure up every single detail. Glimpses of him walking up the aisle, taking his place behind the Queens, chewing food. 

	Frustration welled up in her. She knew she was missing something, but how could she possibly glean anything from so little? Paying attention to every detail was useless when the details were so sparse. She went over it all again.  He’d entered the room. He’d walked up the aisle. The way he walked… a jolt of realisation hit her. She stared at him directly. Again, he made the swatting motion in front of his face. Her eyes widened. 

	He glanced at her. Fuck. She’d forgotten to be discreet. Their eyes met for a brief second. She tore hers away, but not before she’d looked into those luminous dark brown eyes.

	Another plate was served to the Queens. The food taster stepped forward. Isabella didn’t stop to think, she ran. Faster than she’d thought possible, she exploded towards the thrones like a fire had been lit under her. Everything around her slowed down. Her feet thundered on the floor, dress swishing about her with each stride. The Queens turned startled gazes in her direction. Members of the Queen’s Guard standing around the room exploded forward a second later, surging towards Isabella. 

	She was only looking at the food taster. He had the fork halfway to his mouth already. Mathematical equations swirled through her head. If he lifted it at the same speed as before, and if each step she took closed the gap by so much, she would get there by… she wouldn’t make it, it was too far. But he didn’t do it the same as he had before, he looked up, fork just before his mouth, as startled as the Queens, and stared at her racing towards him.

	His mouth was still forming an O shape of surprise when she jumped him, swept the fork from his mouth, and heard it clatter all the way across the floor, fettucine flung off everywhere. The boy gaped at her. The Queens gaped at her. The guards pulled her to her feet and raised their swords. 

	“What,” said the Queen regnant, “the fuck?”

	Isabella raised her hands, straightened up, and looked around. The entire ballroom was staring at her. “Ah,” she said. “I do apologise. I thought the food was poisoned.”

	The Queen consort tilted her head, puzzled. “But that’s why we have the boy.” 

	Theo had pushed his way to the front of the crowd now, and came rushing up. “I apologise, your Majesties,” he said, taking Isabella’s arm and pulling her back. “My wife is highly sensitive. She doesn’t like to see anyone in danger. You’ll not believe it, she saves spiders from the bathtub.”

	“She’s an Orgezian,” one of the guards whispered to the Queens.

	“I see.” They nodded in understanding.

	“It was a moment of foolishness,” Isabella said. “It won’t happen again.”

	“I want my dessert,” said Queen Imanta. 

	The boy brushed himself off, giving Isabella a wary look, and stepped forward again. 

	Isabella grabbed a spoon and gulped down some of the custard cream pie on the plate. “Ah, look, it’s fine,” she said. “Not poisoned.”

	Again, everyone gaped. 

	“Well,” said Queen Imanta, after she’d watched Isabella remain upright for several moments, “that was our last dish.” She turned to the boy. “You may go for now.”

	He nodded and backed away, still looking at Isabella as though she had six heads.

	Queen Imanta leant towards her wife and spoke in a hushed tone. “This woman is too odd to be in my proximity.” 

	Theo nodded and dragged Isabella back, making more apologies as he did so.

	“What the fuck is going on?” he hissed under his breath as soon as they were out of earshot.

	“Nevermind, you just keep going as normal,” Isabella said. She was eyeing the door the boy had exited from. “I’m going to investigate something.” 

	“Isabella!” he hissed after her.

	She turned back. “Oh, you’re right, I’ll need my things.” She grabbed his satchel from him and raced off.  

	The food taster was disappearing around a corner when she stumbled out of the ballroom. She spotted the heel of his shoe at the end of the hallway just as the doors shut behind her and set off immediately, hurrying after him, running on her toes so her shoes didn’t clatter across the stone floor. She followed him through the palace, careful to keep plenty of distance between them, until he came to the servants’ quarters. 

	A row of doors was in front of her. She crept along them, silently cursing herself for not being fast enough to see which one he’d gone into. One of the doors creaked open. She leapt behind a pillar and peered out. He came out again. She pressed her back against the pillar and waited. When he passed, she reached out, clasped her hand over his mouth, and dragged him back inside the room.

	He struggled in her grip, squirmed this way and that, muffled protestations into her hand. Isabella narrowly avoided a sharp elbow jab in the ribs. 

	She pushed him against the wall, hands on either side of his head. “You’re in grave danger.”

	This momentarily paused his escape attempts. He stopped and stared at her in utter bewilderment. “I know the risks. I’m prepared to die for the Queen.”

	She laughed. “No you’re not. You love your own life too much for that, Cerys.”

	A dozen questions flitted across the food taster’s face at once. “How did you...” her eyes widened. “Isabella.”

	Isabella grinned. “You walk like a woman, you know. I can teach you how to walk like a man if you like.”

	Cerys shoved her back with a glare. “Isabella, you condescending plumehead.” 

	“I’m surprised you didn’t realise it was me. I thought you more observant than that.”

	She bristled. “It was a test. I was doing it on purpose to see if you’d realise it was me.”

	“Liar. You didn’t even know I was me until just now.”

	Cerys grasped for a retort, for once at a loss for words. She looked so endearing when she was put out, Isabella thought. She watched her fumble for a response for several moments until she could hold back no longer. She pulled Cerys towards her and their mouths met in a frenzied clash.

	Isabella was the first to pull away. “This is weird. I’m not attracted to you as a man.”

	Cerys rolled her eyes. She reached up to her wig and unclipped it. Dark locks spilled out, cascading in waves down her back. “That was itching something awful anyway.”

	Their mouths met again in another long kiss.

	Cerys pulled back the next time. “So that spectacle you just made of yourself — terrible idea if you’re trying to keep up a cover by the way — was to save my life?”

	“Of course. There was a very real danger that food was poisoned. I couldn’t let you eat it.”

	“And then you ate it yourself so I wouldn’t have to.” 

	“Yes,” said Isabella.

	“Bloody hells Isy. One minute you’re about to strangle me, the next you save me. I’m getting some mixed messages here.”

	“Ah. You noticed that. Well, you know, there’s always got to be a balance.”

	She was rather enjoying the incredulous looks Cerys kept giving her. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Shook her head, pulled Isabella towards her, and again they were in each other’s arms. They fell against the wall together, slid down it, tearing off clothes as they went.

	Afterwards, they lay together in a naked heap staring up at the ceiling. Isabella propped herself up onto her elbow and looked down at her. “I’m sorry I tried to kill you.”

	“Ah, forget it,” Cerys said in her dismissive way. “I didn’t take it personally. Who amongst us with the essence of evil flowing through our veins and all that.”

	“Cerys, please be serious for a moment. Thank you for everything you did for me. And for getting Theo back safely. I won’t forget it. And also, I meant it, you’re really in danger. There’s a serial killer killing all the Queen’s food tasters. Which brings me to my next question, why the fuck are you impersonating a food taster?”

	“I can’t tell you. You’d arrest me.”

	“You have to. Someone is going to try and kill you. They’ve done it to the last three, they’ll come for you too. How are you mixed up in all this?”

	Cerys looked up at her, her mouth twitching into an amused smile. “So you don’t think I’m the murderer? I’m not the one who killed them all?”

	Isabella leant forward and kissed her on the nose. “Didn’t even cross my mind.”

	“Well,” said Cerys, settling back against her arm. “When I got back, Gregor’s death had just been announced and they were interviewing for a new one. It was the perfect opportunity. The food taster gets to be ridiculously close to the Queen. You’re with them all the time, right there next to them. They take you everywhere, not just dining halls, because they eat everywhere. Every single room. Even the enchantress’s chambers.”

	Isabella inhaled sharply. “You’re after the charms.”

	“The very source of all the charms. The charm fountain. It’s in those chambers. If I got it, I’d be able to enchant unlimited objects. I’d hand them out to every beggar, servant, labourer, factory worker, dockworker, everyone. Everyone except you rich bastards. It’d revolutionise the city. Be the great equaliser. Pulling it off would be the greatest achievement of my life.” 

	“To date,” Isabella said.

	“Right. Plus, you overhear all sorts of things as the food taster. You’re standing right there, you can hear everything. What better opportunity to learn a few state secrets until it’s time to make off with the fountain.”

	“Yeah,” said Isabella. “I’m going to need to arrest you for this.”

	“You’ll have to catch me first.”

	“I’m quite serious. You can’t keep this going a moment longer. You’re in danger every time the Queen eats. Which, as you said, is a lot. If I have to arrest you to stop you, I will.”

	“Alternative suggestion,” Cerys said. “You’re after a serial killer who will be coming after me. You use me as bait. I’ll send anyone who tries to kill me your way. And think of how much information I’ll be able to feed you. All sorts of dastardly plots, I’m sure. Until we catch him. Then I’ll take the fountain and bugger off.”

	“But all the food you’ll eat until that happens!”

	“I can look after myself. Like you said, I’ve no intention of dying. I keep careful watch over all the food preparations. I’ll probably be fine, don’t worry about it too much.” 

	“Right,” said Isabella. “Only worry about it a little bit.”

	Cerys jumped up. “And now I must go. The Queens will be hungry again soon.” She began scooping her hair back into her wig. 

	Isabella glanced at where Theo’s satchel had fallen. “All right, we’ll work together on this as a team.” She leant over as she said it, grabbed the strap and pulled it towards her. Reached inside and felt for the manacles. 

	Cerys was preoccupied now, picking up her clothes and hurriedly dressing.

	Isabella’s fingers closed around the metal. She’d have to be fast, snap them around Cerys’ wrists when she least expected it. She hadn’t forgotten how good Cerys was at escaping sticky situations when it suited her best. 

	Isabella leant against the bed, the thin frame poking into her back, and patiently waited until the next time Cerys’ back was turned. Then she started to pull the manacles out.

	Cerys turned back suddenly, and Isabella released the manacles from her grasp. She smiled at her, a broad, charming smile as she buttoned up the crisp uniform of the Queen’s food taster. Isabella smiled back, pretended she was only rummaging around in the satchel for one of her face powders. 

	Cerys reached for her boots next, pulled them on and strapped them up. Isabella grasped for the manacles again, waiting for the first opportunity. She would do it the next time Cerys turned around, leap forward and capture her before she had time to react. 

	Cerys finished strapping up her boots and crouched down next to Isabella. She put a gentle hand on her cheek and kissed her. Isabella kissed her back, at the same time pulling the manacles out. Better to do it now, in fact, while they were in this close embrace. 

	“Goodbye, Isy,” Cerys said. “I do hope it doesn’t take you too long to get out of here. We have a murderer to catch.”

	“Huh,” Isabella said. “Why would it take me—” she stopped. Raised her other arm. The clank of metal against metal rang out. She was bound to the bedpost. 

	Cerys winked, stood, and walked away with the most infuriatingly self-satisfied smile ever to plaster her face.

	“Cerys!” Isabella called after her, frantically tugging her arm. “Don’t you dare. I swear to the Goddess, Cerys, if you don’t unbind me at once, I’ll… I’ll…”

	Cerys laughed, blew her a kiss, and made her escape.

	 

	~

	 


Thank you for reading!

	 

	I hope you enjoyed Mysterious Ways, the first book in the Viatanesian Mysteries trilogy. If you would like to be notified when the next book comes out and of other future releases, please sign up for my mailing list here. You will only be emailed when I have a new release coming out.

	 

	If you have a second, posting a review would be much appreciated. Reviews are critical to an indie book’s visibility, even if it’s just a short line.

	 

	I love to hear thoughts/comments/feedback from my readers, so if there’s anything you’d like to discuss, the best place to reach me is on Twitter: https://twitter.com/AbbieEvansXO

	 

	Thanks again for reading!

	Abbie Evans

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


cover.jpeg
" ABBIE EVANS

\

&





