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    God had gone missing, and only two people had noticed. It happened suddenly and had the quality of a moment before a loud sound, like pots and pans clattering to the ground a room away. The feeling of never expecting it and yet being unsurprised after being initially startled. It was the middle of the afternoon when it happened that the smog levels were low enough that the blue sky and the beauty of clouds were defined on an otherwise perfect day.

    Goh Si-Woo was an acolyte of the Church of Iron, who served as Iaralie's unbending and uncompromising preachers. When he approached his superior, the highest man in the order, he shouted, "Deacon! Deacon! He's gone. Left. He's taken all his fire and warmth with him!" And then Goh fell apart, inconsolable for the next several hours.

    The other, Caitlyn Alderberry, priestess of the Chapel of Steam, Iaralie's adaptable disciples, endlessly inventive and innovative, found the mother of those within the Chapel and clung to her robes, ugly crying. All that she could manage to say is, "She's gone. She's left us. She's gone."

    At almost the same time, both had felt the presence of God vanish from them. As soon as they were composed and believed, they reached out to the proper authorities, necromancers.

    It took arcane and brutal means to contact those who specialized in such grand ordeals as the disappearance of a God. People unaffiliated with the Church or Chapel cut an infant animal's throat. They dabbed the blood on the forehead and cheeks of Goh and Caitlyn, respectively. It was up to them to draw the proper sigils that would leave a message for all the dark arts firms willing to take such a case as theirs.

    They struck gold when they got an answer. The firm of Abelworth, Cain, and Lyceum answered. The most prestigious and one of the oldest firms around. A mingled and mangled sense of relief and anxiety came with getting a response from a firm.

    Goh and Caitlyn were happy to know that a group with such an excellent record would be on the case. But it was necromancers involved. The various rumors of their flesh and bone fetishes notwithstanding, they've never been known as a holy or godly bunch.

    So, both the acolyte and priestess turned to their comforts to assuage the anxiety they felt. For Caitlyn Alderberry, expensive wines and the poetry of saints calmed her nerves. For Goh Si-Woo, it was smoking until he felt sick and reading over his favorite passage over and over again.

     

    
     

    LYCEUM STARED AT THE stubborn smudge that was Perido. It refused to come into focus, despite how near the ship they were on drew. The waters had begun to turn from the lovely navy blue to the rust-colored waters surrounding the island city.

    The salty breeze that wafted over her blew her white lace dress about her, and, despite how cool it was, she did not feel it—one of the many benefits of being a lich.

    It didn't hurt to be known as the Queen of Winters Everlasting, the lady of the Final Frost, and a thousand other names that bespoke of her coolness and her predisposition for the color white. Indeed, her alabaster skin and platinum hair compounded this, making her the very visage of winter and also the absence of color itself.

    Rumors around the office made it sound like Lyceum was boring and had an outdated fashion sense. In her view, the youngsters she worked with didn't understand the importance of having an image. But then, realizing that thinking of people younger than herself as youngsters (which comprised most people, to be honest) proved their point.

    Next to Lyceum was her foil and apprentice, Emma. While the Queen of Winters Everlasting was slender and white as a bleached skull; Emma was plump and the color of leaves at the end of their life. Her clothes were also earthy colors, warm, a shirt and peacoat that were the color of mud and walnuts respectively, and trousers that were boring beige. Emma's only pop of color was her scarf, which she wore regardless of the season, a dark blue.

    Both stood looking at the city at the front of the ship, Lyceum impassive, looking as if lost in the kinds of thoughts only the deathless had. Emma, cold as hell, thinking about how over her social life was back at home because of this. When word came that the firm had accepted a job to find a missing God, some of Emma's more senior coworkers were sure that this would be their chance to get away from bookkeeping and dusty records.

    And then Lyceum came into the office, saw Emma, and said, "Hello there, Emma Elric. Might I call you Em's? I am fond of pet names for those I like."

    Emma had nodded, and her face turned tomato red because that was all she could do. But, despite losing her ability to speak, the first thought that popped into the young necromancer's head was, oh hell's bells, my social life here is over. If I'm lucky, I'll find a dark, horrible alleyway and get stabbed in the city.

    "Excellent. Well, you'll be happy to know that I have chosen you to accompany me on a trip to Perido to find their missing God. Oh, and you'll be apprenticing under me, assuming you don't shit the bed, annoy me, or die, during this job," said Lyceum.

    And with that, Emma's fate was set in stone. Everyone in the office hated her and was out for blood and vengeance, in forms both petty and extreme. On good days leading up to her leaving, Emma would be stuck with an abundance of work in dimly lit, poorly ventilated rooms reorganizing files that she knew had been in order the day prior.

    On bad days, someone would poison her drink, not enough to kill her—usually, or wither her dominant arm and a leg to make her hobble around awkwardly and painfully.

    Pulling herself from thoughts about how much worse everything would be on her return if she were unlucky enough to survive this venture, Emma opened her mouth. She said, "Ms...er, I mean, Lyceum, that is to say, boss, what exactly is it that you hope to do when we reach Perido? I know you're powerful. A first-class lich, really, a Queen of the Moonless night. Empress of Icy planes. Uhm, She of the Frostbitten Heart, and so on. But, finding a God seems pretty, uh, pretty damn hard."

    Getting through that sentence, Emma decided she was proud that she said it all, even if she did stutter and stumble over every word and syllable along the way.

    "Why yes, Elric, it will be difficult. I daresay your powers of observing the obvious are ranked up amongst the very best. (Emma wanted to puke) A God going missing usually happens for all kinds of reasons. Mostly they get bored and decide to become mortals for a time. Have a romp or two, father a few bastards, and then poof! Back into the ethereal. But mostly, they don't take their magic with them when they go. Not good for business to do that."

    Emma nodded, "I suppose it complicates things that both the Church of Iron and Chapel of Steam are so insistent that, uh, Iaralie? Is not that sort of God."

    "It does, and it doesn't. No one wants to admit to their God being a whore. Least of all, people as far down the pyramid as Mr. Si-Woo and Ms. Alderberry. But, we did make sure to follow up with other, less zealous individuals. Also, the huge stacks of records we requisitioned, which I'm certain you've committed to memory?" replied Lyceum, looking at Emma with one eye. In contrast, the other looked onward, taking in the hazy sights of the Iron City as it grew closer.

    Emma hated when her boss and teacher did that eye thing. It creeped her the hell out. "I skimmed the records. Iaralie seems to be a pretty boring God."

    "Well, you know how it is these days. Holy wars aren't in favor, in most places. Truth is, there being two different readings of the holy book of Iaralie and two distinct and powerful practices used to never happen. One side always killed the other."

    "If I remember from my readings; these two sides aren't exactly on friendly terms. Though they confine their battles to the papers, smacking at each other and never printing retractions."

    "Aptly surmised, Em's. Though, neither side's assertions about the other seem to do much. The theoretical approach is only academics, and the sensational only gets whichever factions' names on more lips. Pure spectacle and marketing, if you ask me," Lyceum opined.

    "Sounds kind of dirty, boss," said Emma.

    "Mm," was the only response Emma got; one she knew meant that the conversation was over.

    So, Emma took a moment to take in the sight of Perido from afar before docking. She hoped to see some of the marvels from a distance to get the details lost to a nearby person. In this regard, she was sorely disappointed. However, despite the stench of the fog that hung over Perido, the way it mixed with the light created a wonderful shade of orange and purple. The stinging throat and watering eyes and strong urge to cough told Emma that this pollution was already shaving time off her life expectancy. Regardless, it was beautiful to see the natural and unnatural mix into something so breathtaking, literally and figuratively.

    The ship captain, Salvador Salazar, approached them then, startling Emma and drawing her from her thoughts. Which she swore caused the barest sketch of a smile to appear at the corners of Lyceum's lips. Salvador, a tall, strong man, bronze skin and dark eyes, pools of shadow, drops of jet (as Emma could not help but think, blushing) wore a black leather coat and a simple chain shirt. At his back was a great sword, the guard made from the bones of dead men.

    When Emma, precocious, had asked about the nature of the sword, he had responded, saying, "When my ship was once invaded at a mutineers' behest, I and my first mate slew every one of the men. When we finished, I had him pluck the bones from each of them and fashion this sword around it."

    Intrigued by the tale, Emma had asked to hold the sword. When she brushed her hand against the bone, she felt the anguish of a hundred men. The young necromancer heard their screams and, on her hands, felt the warm wetness of their blood. She had smiled and told him it was a good sword, one that would always serve him well and fill those who rose against him with dread to the point of madness. Salvador had smiled back at her and thanked her for her words.

     

    
     

    "WE'LL BE COMING INTO port within the next hour or so. I'm making preparations now; I suggest you do much the same. We'll be shoving off soon after you depart," Salvador said.

    "That won't do," replied Lyceum, "I'm sorry, but I will require you in Perido. You cannot leave."

    Salvador chuckled, "I'm sorry to say, Ms, but that won't be possible. I've my own obligations. My pockets need filling, after all." "If it is only money that you need, Captain Salvador; then I believe something can be arranged that will benefit us both." Salvador cocked an eyebrow and bid Lyceum to go on.

    "You know Perido well, yes? In a way that men of the Church and men of means do not? There is no need to be shy about it. We both know that you don't come by your money or your product honestly."

    "What of it?" asked Salvador, a shift in his tone and body; a show Emma noted so that we know his kindness and courtesy only extend so far.

    "Someone with your connections will be of use to me and my associate. I would like to hire you so that we may use your wealth of knowledge and your connections. What do you say?" said Lyceum, ignoring, willfully so, the change in the captain's demeanor.

    Salvador smiled, his teeth bone white, uncomfortably so, and said, "I believe we can work something out. We'll have to see how deep the coffers of your firm go."

    Lyceum smiled tightly, and Captain Salvador left them, shouting that soon they would make dock and that there had been a change in plans. They'd be staying in Perido for a time, under the behest of the firm. There was silence at the announcement. They are all so loyal to him, Emma thought, waiting for his reaction, for his indication about how they should feel before they give anything away. It wasn't until Captain Salvador announced that they would be getting paid a substantial amount of money for the inconvenience and that they were free to, carefully, do as they pleased, that an uproar of cheers commenced.

    After the excitement died down some, and the ship slowed, coming up beside others of its kind, Lyceum turned to Emma. She said, "Remember, there are two kinds of currencies that give you supreme power. The first is money. The second is reputation. You will need to know when to use them and which if you want to get anywhere in this job."

    Perido stretched out before them. The Iron City, it was called throughout the world, for its strong structures, reaching up into the sky, thrusting arrogantly upward into the realm of winged beasts and Gods. The smell of the coal smoke was pungent, overpowering now that they were situated within it. Emma did her best not to start hacking up phlegm, but it was all for naught.

    There was the noise of the city to contend with as well. Even far away from its heart, she could hear the rushing sounds of the steam in the docks. The latticework of pipes and vents that ran throughout the city hissed and spit, the heat powering everything and making Perido not only a stinking, polluted city but a sweaty one too. Emma recalled reading that the winters in the Iron City were blessed with the chill but pleasant winds of the fall and cursed with blistering summers. Unless you were rich enough to afford weather and clear skies, that is.

    She could hear the clank and rattle of the rails as the city's claim to fame, the tramways, zoomed around, coiling about or bulleting straight ahead, toward a multitude of directions, work, home, school, Church, and so on. It was too much, too fast for Emma. The city's sounds, the grumble of steam, and the popping as pipes cooled and heated. The rattle of the trams and the noxious mixture of smoke and old fish and seawater. A feeling compounded by the life she felt around her, acutely aware as she was to the thrum of energy that comprised a living creature. She had always thought about it in terms of music. The beat of a person's heart and cadence of a voice, the tap of a foot were all components in making the melody of life and blooming.

    It all blended about her, and she swayed under its cacophony...

    A hand came to rest on her shoulder then, as she hovered on the precipice, and she felt herself steady some. She glanced up and saw it was Lyceum, who looked down at her, looking more concerned than she had ever seen in the past.

    "I'm fine, boss," Emma said, meekly, "Really, I am. It's just so much." Lyceum looked at her a little longer, appraising her, Emma thought, and then removed her hand.

    "The first time in a place like this is always overwhelming. You must learn to tune out the chatter. Focus on yourself, on being here now."

    Emma nodded and closed her eyes. She imagined being surrounded by many golden strings, each vibrating, a tune all its own, belonging to an individual. A slight brush of one would vibrate out, touching those nearest and radiating onwards until it seemed to fade into nothingness. With this image planted in mind, Emma found herself and Lyceum, her own bright thrum and master's tenebrous drone.

    When she opened her eyes again, the world steadied and on her master's lips was the ghost of a smile.

    "Come now, ladies," said Salvador, "Waiting around on the docks is dangerous," he glanced pointedly at Emma, "There are always eyes open for young ones."

    Lyceum nodded, "Indeed. Then why don't you hail us a cab, Captain?"

    Salvador flashed his white smile, "Of course, my lady," and so walked on, the pair following close behind him. A cab came quickly enough, an older, more rustic model. The carriage was drawn by living horses rather than powered by a motor. This was fine for Lyceum, who did not care one way or the other what sort of carriage she rode in. Emma, on the other hand, was disappointed, though she supposed it was for the best. She had only now been able to blot out the discordance of a thousand songs playing all at once, no need for further stimulus.

    The carriage itself was made of wood, reinforced though it was by the threading of steel through its beams. The driver smiled a practiced smile. He was an older man with a protruding gut, his hazelnut eyes turning milky with the slow creep of cataract. Emma could not help herself and so focused on the man for a moment, catching the barest chorus of his song. It was full and well-rehearsed, filled with all the anguish and joy of a life lived. There was more there, a distortion below the cleanliness of it, one that interrupted the harmony. Emma wanted to dive deeper into it but thought better of it. She was here to do a job, and that job did not involve trying to root out the particulars of her cab driver's life.

    He did not say much to them as they stepped in, merely took their money, and nodded when he told them of their destination.

    "I'll be near the dock if you need me," said Salvador, as the carriage began to move, "At a club, The Dripping Bucket."

    With that, they were off, ferried toward the first of their two destinations, the Chapel of Steam and Smoke. Lyceum, for some arcane reason, had decided to visit the pair of clients in reverse order of the requests the firm had received. Emma went along with it, assuming that there was some more profound wisdom in her boss's decision.

    


    Goh was in the process of giving up smoking and process it was. Between nerves and a sense of obligation, he had alternated between buying fresh packs of cigarettes, opening them, smoking one or two, and then tossing them in the trash. The acolyte felt sick, any amount of nicotine making his stomach turn so much so that Goh had to stifle down his bile. He was reasonably sure that his chain-smoking at the realization that Iaralie had vanished was to blame. Currently, there was a cigarette between his lips, half gone though Goh had inhaled none of it. The pack he had already crushed and tossed to the side. Already he was regretting the decision and wondering whether or not he should stroll down to the local shop and procure yet another pack, his fourth today.

    As it was, Goh was sitting on the steps to his Church, beside the Grand Deacon, awaiting the representatives from the firm that they had hired. The Grand Deacon, Elon, a tall, light-skinned man with long blonde hair, muscular, the iron-gray, supremely drab robes of the Church tight on him, was in a foul mood. Word had been delivered early in the morning via the owl typical of the firm that they would be representing not only their Church but also the other Cathedral.

    "Traitorous, blaspheming louts!" Elon had screeched upon reading the letter.

    Standing there now, the Grand Deacon brooded, making his displeasure notable. Goh sighed and looked out across the street, taking in the grand architecture of the Cathedral of Steam. It loomed over everything around it, the windows and doorways wide and open. The top of the building uncovered, and from the top of it, always, steam billowed out into the sky. It was a wholly different affair than that of the stout, robust, and imposing fortress that was the Church of Iron. Where the Chapel seemed open and inviting and able to bend, the Church stood firm, holding itself against the onslaught of time itself. An immovable force was what the Church was and the Chapel. All Goh could think of was a willow tree. It would bend, the onslaught of time as the wind, bending but rarely snapping any part of it.

    Goh dug at himself, searching for a pack of cigs; it took him several minutes before conscious thought took over and stopped the habit. He flicked the butt of his cigarette off into the road as a cab stopped in front of the Church. Two women, both beautiful, stepped out from inside the cab. One tall and dressed all in white, the other stouter, dressed in earthy colors. At the sight of them, Goh felt the need to right himself, to become more presentable.

    "You must be the representatives from Abelworth, Lyceum, and Cain? I say it is about time that both of you appeared. Furthermore, I would very much like to lodge a complaint with you about your decision to jointly represent both our esteemed Church and that of the louts across the way..."

    "That will be enough," said Lyceum, cutting him off with a raised hand. "I note your distaste to this arrangement, but as you both pray to the same God, it only makes sense that we work with both organizations. No changes will be made to the arrangements made previous to our arrival. And as for our tardiness, I must apologize. Our meeting with Caitlyn Alderberry, the Chapel's representative, ran longer than was expected.

    “Also," Emma interjected, "You've gotten the order wrong. It is Abelworth, Cain, and Lyceum. You must get that corrected, especially for any payments or documentation. We are sticklers about that, and the people in record keeping can be nightmares. I, of course, mean that in the figurative and literal sense.

    Lyceum pointed at her and nodded.

    Deacon Elon glowered at them both and opened his mouth. Still, Lyceum cut him off with a beautifully sly smirk "you needn't worry about extending us an apology you don't mean. Instead, tell me where I might find Goh Si-Woo."

    The Deacon moved his mouth as if he were chewing on his disdain, trying to make it smaller so he could swallow it down. "He is right next to me. Introduce yourself, Goh."

    Goh came forward and stuttered out his introduction. "Hello, I am the one your secretary spoke to."

    "It is nice to meet you, young man," said Lyceum, extending a slender hand, which Goh took with surprising grace. Emma eyed the young acolyte, Goh, who could not be much older by her estimation than she. He seemed rather milquetoast. Pudgy with disheveled hair and a face pocked with acme possessed a certain amount of charm in its languid quality. His robes were pressed, free of wrinkles, and when the slight breeze of the sea came wafting through the sea, carrying with it the smell of salt and smog, Emma's nostrils were assaulted by the scent of stall smoke.

    "How did you notice that your God had gone missing?" Emma asked Goh.

    All eyes were upon her, except for Goh's, whose eyes darted about, "I just," he stuttered, "I felt...different. You know?"

    "I'm sorry. I don't. Can you explain this feeling? How did you know it had to do with your God and wasn't just, I dunno, indigestion?"

    "Young lady!" barked the Grand Deacon, to which Lyceum raised a single hand, silencing him outright.

    "I'm not trying to be offensive. Look, what I want to know is simple: how in the hell did you know so quickly? In most cases that I've seen where a god goes missing, the people worshiping said God never notice until the trail has gone cold. And when that happens...well, I'm sure you know all about what the Market tends to offer then."

    "Yes, yes. I know. I—it is hard to explain. It's like...well, have you ever lost someone? Then you know how if you concentrate on them, if you think about when they were there, you get this sense of emptiness. As if all the light that they brought into this world wasn't simply put out, but replaced with a gaping void. It's like that. Like there is a void where God should be and a void within me and all who live here now that He has gone."

    "And did anyone else notice this emptiness?" asked Emma.

    Oh-ho, that brought everyone up short. Emma felt the pull of smugness at her lips but shooed it away. A smile now would give away the game. So, she pushed away from the fantasy of Lyceum's prideful eyes and let Goh and the Grand Deacon hang onto their silence.

    When Elon did speak, he affected his voice with a tone that told Emma he had been offended by her question. "It is much to young Goh's credit that he acted before any of us. He has always worked late into the night, later even than I, and thanks to him, we were able to know of this forthwith."

    What a long walk to, well, actually, I didn't notice, and I am rather incensed you would call me out in this way. Bitch.

    "It would appear that your counterparts across the way have a similarly dedicated acolyte then," remarked Lyceum. "Their message to us did not come long after yours."

    Grand Deacon Elon scowled at the remark but said only, "When do we start with this then? What can we do to assist you?" Lyceum smiled, and Emma could not help but follow suit. Her mentor had included her in the strategy meeting, to her surprise, during their weeklong sea trip. Though included was not precisely the right way to refer to what Lyceum had done. Truth be told, the elder lich had asked her young necromancer to come up with the best way to observe both factions, an altogether surprising proposition.

    "Why should we be observing them, boss? Don't trust them?" Emma had asked stupidly.

    Lyceum rapped her long, crystal clear nails on the hardwood of the ship, "I don't know whether to trust them or not, Elric. And I think that's the point. To find out if either side is trustworthy."

    That had seemed a rather long winded way to say, no, I do not trust them, and I would like them to prove me right by doing some shady shit in front of me. Long Winded or not. However, it gave Emma an idea that made a sinister smile, the kind of horrible, toothy smile that breaks out across a predator's face when they have their prey within reach. The kind that comes unconsciously right before the jaws snap shut and blood drips down the chin.

    On the morning that the Iron City came into view, Emma had said, "Why not put them all in one location and watch what happens. We've got two believers that either have a guilty conscience or are very in touch with the divine. Either way, it should point us in the direction we should be looking."

    "Oh, Emma Elric," Lyceum said, who had suddenly stood up and wrapped her fingers around her cheeks so delicately it felt like stray hairs had fallen across her face, "you are a beautiful and sinister little creature. I knew I was right to choose you." Emma's face tried and failed to get hot and turn red as the blood that had suddenly started pounding in her ears. Those delicate, cold fingers that caressed her face caused a shiver to run down her spine all the way to her now quivering legs.

    "Uhm," she had said, smooth as chunky peanut butter as Lyceum took her hand back and brushed past her smooth and fluid and chilling as a winter breeze.

    "Excuse me," said Deacon Elon, tight lipped, blood drained from his face, "but could you repeat that. I'm afraid my mind might have wandered off, and I misheard you."

    "Of course," Lyceum said, a comfortable chill to her voice, "And I must say that I am very grateful that you and your flock are so willing to help us in our investigation. To do the most good, we will need to investigate and interact, at length, with your Church and the Chapel. To expedite this process and perform at maximum efficiency, we will be moving the entirety of both congregations to a neutral location.

    There, my partner, Ms. Elric, and I will be able to work with both of you."

    "How unfortunate," hissed Deacon Elon through grit teeth, "I did hear you correctly. I hope you know that I must refuse this ludicrous and foolish proposal."

    Lyceum raised an eyebrow, "Oh? And what would the reason for this refusal be?"

    Deacon Elon, Emma noticed, stopped clenching his jaw then. She noted the color had come back to his face with such ferocity it must have bruised it as it turned a deep, ugly purple. "You ask me to work with heretics. I know someone like you cannot understand what it means to have faith, but I do, and I will not compromise mine for the sake of your convenience! In fact, I will be reporting your uncouth behavior to your superiors. We'll see how long your smug smile stays then!"

    Another thing Emma noticed was Goh, who still sat on the steps, wide-eyed, fumbling with his lighter. He seemed anxious to Emma, and he seemed small, out of place. Like a child that had walked in on a fight between parents, suddenly all too aware that he didn't understand a damn thing about what went on outside of himself.

    "Are you finished?" asked Lyceum, her voice sharp and dangerous as broken glass. It was a change of tone so profound it gave Emma whiplash to hear it, "because I am getting very bored with your protestations. You are more than welcome to speak to Johann and Wilhelm. I can promise that they'll ignore you completely. We are necromancers, sir, and we work to make sure the gears stay oiled and turn and assure that the machines don't explode. Politics and theological disputes mean nothing to us. If our request or our methods are so distasteful to you, then I assure you that we have other clients who will be more flexible."

    For a third time, Deacon Elon's posture changed though there was no defiance in it. He had gone limp like a body hanging from rafters.

    "Okay," he said, "If they agree to it, then I'll agree to it."

    Lyceum smiled and turned to look at Emma, "Would you look at that. He did say the same thing as the Chapel's Matriarch!"

    


    Moving the entire live-in staff of both the Church of Iron and Steel and the Chapel of Steam and Smoke took a great deal of coordination though not as much time as Emma had thought. Lyceum had connections in Perido, old friends with even older debts to her that she had come to collect. Emma tried to pry some information from her boss about the people and the obligations, but, alas, Lyceum was as impossible to pin down as smoke.

    So, Emma gave up and relegated herself to observing the bunches of holy folk as they packed away their lives into suitcases and duffle bags and whatever else, and caught a trolley. Most of them looked annoyed, a few angry, and a handful indifferent, but what none of them did was look at one another. Interestingly, they all seemed to do a sort of seeing without seeing.

    At one point, a member of the Chapel had lost footing and taken a rather nasty tumble onto the cement ground. Others within their ranks were quick to huddle around them and help them gather things, dust off, and get to walking, albeit with a pronounced limp and a newfound expression of repressed pain and a stifled wince. The members of the Church had merely parted around the fallen person. None of them looking down or back, none asking after the well-being of the fallen. There wasn't even ruthless jeering or cruel snickering.

    It was such a striking thing to witness that Emma couldn't help but investigate the limits of its bounds. And so, she boarded one of the trollies that appeared to have a pretty even divide between the two factions. As they rolled through the city, circumventing the more colorful sights in favor of more quaint shops and bakeries. It made sense to Emma that a religious institution would be separate from the glitz and sin at the city's heart. But making sense did not stop that fact from being tragic and creating a kind of boredom within Emma that only social experiments could cure.

    The conversation was sparse on the trolley but not without its high notes. A few younger members of the Church, boys, talked excitedly about recent conquests. At first, it was a trio from the Church. As the conversation turned more vulgar and outlandish, Emma saw a pair from the Chapel snicker and added a few tentative comments. It wasn't long until their conversation became the stream-of-conscious boorish stuff that one might expect.

    "She said she was allergic to nuts, and I said, well, you'll be getting my nut butter soon, so let's hope for the best, eh?" Laughter.

    "They were worried about how I would react to what was in their pants. I was like, look, I'll straight suck it or lick it off. You'll be babydoll smooth when I'm finished." Laughter.

    Emma rolled her eyes but noted that, as the distance between their homes increased, so too did their proclivity for conversation. At least it did with the younger and, Emma guessed, less senior members of the respective religious houses. Toward the bus's back, there were quieter devotees, and more eyes turned away from one another.

    Two, in particular, a person from the Chapel, female-presenting, and a male presenting Church-goer sat next to each other, their heads turned away to look out the windows. That was another thing of note, those more senior pious folks ignored each other as well as the antics of their fellows.

    The pair in the back, Emma decided, were the perfect duo for what she had in mind. She strode toward the two, the eyes of everyone on the trolly following her as she went. It took a considerable amount of effort to keep the trembling confined to her hands.

    "Excuse me, uh, Mr and Ms..." began Emma, drawing the attention of the duo to her.

    There was a pause as the pair looked at each other for a brief moment.

    "Not Ms. More of a misc," they said, locking Emma into their eyes, the color of leaves in springtime. Their tone was playful, but their gaze suggested the mystery and danger inherent in the depths of the forest.

    Emma cringed, and her face felt as though it had been branded by a hot iron. Fuck, fuck, fuck! You dipshit. You horses ass. You walking bee-sting, why would you assume?

    The internal chastisement would last anywhere from the next few hours to Emma's next life. For now, though, she placed it in the chest she envisioned inside her heart, one that grew fuller and larger with each passing year. It was a curse to learn and grow and remember that a past version of yourself had lived and caused harm in ignorance. Worse still, to know that some would only know you at a particular, shitty stage and never know you as the marginally less shitty person you are now.

    "I apologize. I should not have assumed. Not for either of you. I make no excuse. Can we three start over?" said Emma, forcing down the urge to explain. It was always there. When she made an error, that desire to make an excuse or say inane, unhelpful, even insulting bullshit like, "I have a lot of enby friends!" Or, "you are so brave for living your truth." Any of that awful faux-sincere claptrap people liked to tack on. The urge was powerful, even when all there was to do was apologize and resolve to do better, even if your apology was rejected.

    "I'll accept your apology this time. But this one strike is all you get, so watch it", they said, smiling at Emma, the ferocity of their gaze only somewhat lesser.

    "So we are clear, I do identify as a male," said the person Emma took as a member of the Church, judging by the soft grey robes that matched the Deacons in style and hue.

    The young necromancer breathed a sigh of relief, "What are your names? I am Emma Elric, representative, and agent of Abelworth, Cain, and Lyceum. I assume you know why I'm here."

    "Emma Elric? Does your middle name also have an E in it? Oh, and my name is Jax," said the acolyte of iron.

    "Yes, actually. Emma Evelyn Elric. My parents were very fond of alliteration and also incapable of seeing how making your child's initials read as a squee would be free ammunition for everyone."

    The person next to Jax snorted in laughter, which renewed the burning in Emma's cheeks, in part because of how charming their laugh was. Be professional, Emma, you thirsty bitch. Husky laughs are not an open invitation to flirt with clients.

    "I cannot imagine that's true. And my name is Tasmyn," they said.

    "It is. I would prove it with my certificate of graduation if I had it on me. You'll have to take my word for it. Or I'd have to resurrect my parents again, like I did to pass my animations class," said Emma.

    Neither laughed and so Emma added, "I got an A."

    This did not help; instead, it created a tense silence between them all. This gave Emma a little time to look them over and note the stark differences. Jax had long blond hair and a soft, boyish face, and his robes seemed too big for his body. This was in opposition to Tasmyn, whose jawline was so sharp that Emma was sure they could open up her jugular with it (stop it, Emma, those are not helpful thoughts). Their armor, too, was, well, it was armor. Polished and well kept, but clearly the real deal. To be walking around in that suit all day would require a great deal of strength and endurance.

    "How odd," Emma said, allowed before she could think better of it,"that y'all from the 'Chapel of Steam and Smoke,' looks so much more formidable than y'all from the 'Church of Iron and Steel.' What happened there? Did someone lose a game of cards, or was this one of those minor, spiteful concessions back during the schism?"

    Jax laughed, "It has something to do with the Chapel having this silly creed of being flexible enough to accept what comes their way, but strong in their convictions."

    Tasmyn looked over at Jax when he said that, their eyes locked on him with the same intensity that had been upon Emma moments earlier. "Coming from your lot, that's very funny. You know, or so I'd hope, that the blade that does not bend when hit will snap under force."

    There was that playful tone of voice again. It reminded Emma of Lyceum, the way that they spoke down to Jax. Indeed, it was a voice that, by its nature, had more warmth to it, more honey. But still, that dogged insistence of superior intellect was unmistakable.

    "Oh, and that which is so willing to change with the slightest breeze will fall for anything," Jax gave as a rebuttal.

    Tasmyn favored him with a terse smile, "You are right. We must all exercise the luxury of lying in wait, watching the afterbirth of ideas for signs of, what? Disease or devious plans to deceive?"

    Jax narrowed his eyes, and Emma understood that this was about to devolve into a full-on fight. That would not do, as there were still some things she wanted to know.

    "I have another question for you both to quibble over," said Emma, bringing attention back to her, "why did you two refuse to look at each other? In fact, why did everyone boarding the trolly seem intent on acting as if the other side didn't exist? Is this some weird Tennant y'all share? 'Thou shall ignore the insert name here because they are a bunch of bitches?"

    "It isn't something as important as that," explained Tasmyn, "otherwise we wouldn't be speaking to each other now. The reasons for keeping it up are as varied as the reasons for dropping it. But, what it boils down to is that positions within the Church and Chapel are careers as much as lifestyles. Suppose one wants to rise to higher positions. In that case, a commitment to the rhetoric must be demonstrated. Fraternizing with the folks across the street is a powerful weapon to give to your enemies."

    "That seems oddly political for people of the faith," remarked Emma in genuine surprise at the revelation.

    Jax shrugged, "Is it so odd? Not everyone can make it to the top. If everyone had power, what would the point of power be in the first place?"

    "Begrudgingly, I agree with Jax. It is important to strike a healthy balance between cordial and respectful communication. It's not like either of us is going away. But, becoming too friendly will cost you. Most are fine with that. Not everyone gets their armor or shaves their head like me. Not everyone gets the robes Jax has."

    Jax nodded at this. For the first time, Emma looked around. She noticed that, indeed, many, if not the  majority, of the folks in the trolly looked like ordinary people. Hardly anyone wore armor, though a few had a shaved head, and while a good number had robes one, most were a lighter shade of grey than what Jax wore.

    Emma nodded and said, "So, the two of you have risen rather high then, yes?"

    Both nodded.

    "Huh. Well, I hope that me forcing you to talk with one another doesn't cause you to lose any rank or clout."

    Jax and Tamsyn looked at one another for a panicked moment, then at Emma, and then out the window again. This, Emma was sure, was her cue to find a seat and enjoy the rest of the ride in silence.  Even the younger members, who had, she understood, never rose above their station, were quiet. Behind her, Emma sensed a mingled feeling of animosity, regret, and guilt. Oh well, she thought, she had gotten what she needed. And if this bus full of people reported them for speaking to one another. Or for not being disciplined enough to ignore the provocations of a heretic like herself, well, she was confident she could take care of things for them. She was here to find God, after all, and that had to buy her a certain amount of power, hell, probably more than either of them had.

    It wasn't fair, but that's the way it works. Prestige, wealth, and reputation beat out merit ten-to-one.

    


    The sun had almost vanished, and the stars were waking up when they saw the manor, which spread out, endless, before them. Emma had been around the block. When she was at the University of Those That Work in The Shadows, it was not uncommon to find doors that led to rooms that weren't on any map, which defied the basics of geometry. It was prosaic that a person might enter such a room one day and find it gone the next. The roaming rooms were known to gobble up those who stayed too long, and every upperclassman had a tale of seeing bones. Or hearing growls that filled the entirety of the space or sensing something malevolent out there, waiting and watching.

    But that was magic. Magic always created some uncanny thing or another or left a wide enough crack for something from the other side to slip in. A school of nothing but witchcraft and wizardry was prime real estate for the eldritch, the strange, the mind bending, and the reality rending.

    However, this manor was physical, tangible, and so opulent and excessive that even Emma stared at it with her mouth wide open when it first came into view. It was all black stone with fires blazing at every entrance and window. The shape of the windows and the bend of the archway making it look like a monster gazed at you from every angle, eyes, and mouth full of flame.

    Once they got closer, the house's intimidating gaze gave way to a beautiful garden full of moon lilies, blueblood roses, lavender, and carnations. There were lanterns strewn about the grounds strategically, little dots of light that burned irregular, lighting the path every few steps, and showcasing the most beautiful flowers. In the air, there hovered will-o'-the-wisps, a cold, electric blue that seemed like it would be cold to touch. There was evidence to the contrary, though. As the wisps flitted about, the left shimmering streaks and filled the air with the scent of ozone.

    Lyceum appeared as Emma wondered where her boss was in the sea of people and said, "Quite breathtaking, wouldn't you say Ms. Elric?"

    Emma responded, "Oh, yes. Everything is so lovely. It feels peaceful." The young necromancer was proud of her ability to keep from flinching. Her master had done this exact thing a few times on the ship, and it had scared her shitless every time, and every time she smiled at her, amused. But not this time, Emma had been the winner in this exchange.

    "Isn't it strange how places can feel peaceful and put us at ease even when they were not created through peaceful means?" asked Lyceum conversationally.

    "It's all about the artifice," said Emma, "The lights, the garden, the particular, perfect, planned way in which the path has been laid out. It's there to make you forget what had to be done to get here in general."

    "Excellent, Ms. Elric. It would do you well to remember that going into this."

    "You mean about the Church and Chapel?"

    "Well, yes. But about anything you see here. Once you go inside, I have a feeling, things will start to unravel and change. Keep in mind that we're looking for what is going on beneath what is presented to us," said Lyceum.

    Emma nodded, "Understood, boss." Lyceum smiled, and it felt to Emma like the warmth of spring after a harsh winter.

    "Wonderful. Well, in you go. We'll catch up soon. In the meantime, I've my own avenues to explore, dark alleys to walk down, you understand."

    And before Emma could respond in any manner Lyceum was gone, and Emma was alone at the front door holding up an entire hoard of overheated, tired, hungry theologians. "What are you doing? Move!" shouted a few different voices and in varied and colorful ways. This was all the motivation Emma needed to scramble into the manor and out of the hoard course as they stomped inside.

    Emma was wont to take the time to explore her new surroundings, but the moment she was inside, something made her feel warm and cozy inside. She felt the way one does in the afternoon sun on a lazy day when the light takes on a unique quality, and the sky is true blue, and the birds are singing gentle songs in the distance. There was a blur of images, a chandelier affixed with crystals that cast amber light throughout the room. Shimmering, golden walls that dazzled the eye. The scent and sight of smoke, of oils and herbs and wax burning.

    Before Emma knew it, her eyes had grown heavy, and her head light, and she felt bubbly. The others fell under the spell around her, and Emma was sure it was a spell that she had succumbed to. So, with the knowledge in mind that when she awoke in the morning, she would have no recollection of how she managed to find her way here, Emma stumbled to her room. The investigation could wait. For now, her bed was calling to her, and her pillows were singing a lullaby too sweet to ignore.

    


    Each city had its own heart. A place where all things flowed into and out of by necessity. A place where the good and ill of the city pooled together and mixed. In some cases, this heart was pure and proud, only good flowing from it, prosperity coming in and out, an equivalent exchange of wealth and art and philosophy. Such a heart was not the sort that beat within Perido, but its opposite, one that could only beat out darkness. It was not an exchange that happened when a person got closer to the heart, for that would imply something was given back. Instead, it was a mugging that those who trekked into that smog covered, coal smoked center were forced to endure.

    It was the very nature of the heart of Perido, its unseemly, even uncanny nature, that the man, who called himself Dormir, Rêver, Cauchemar, found himself entrenched and entranced with. It suited him to be there, in that place of taking, for that was his nature, and so he felt at home. He stayed in a dingy apartment, where the miners passed by each day to await the coming of the railway. They came one or two at a time, and they always laughed and joked with one another. They made the same plans the miners did, every day for the end of their shift. And every morning, the sounds of their hacking and spitting caused lights to flicker on in the nearby apartments' bedrooms.

    Who needed an alarm clock, when the sounds of the overburdened could be your signal to start the day, the man who thought himself lord of dreams thought.

    The look on the man's face was obscured by a pale plastic mass. The eyes were set behind black jewels without a name and twinkled from deep within, as though light blinked out from some unfathomable darkness. The choice was deliberate as the man preferred to look out at the world from a distance.

    A young woman, no older than twenty, entered the room. She was the color of smoke expelled from the nearby factories and possessed transience like that of a phantom. She wore non-descript leather, and her hair, a frizzy afro floating halo-like about her, was unruly beneath the hood of her tan cloak. She stood, patient, at the door, awaiting her master to greet her. It had been a painful and challenging lesson to learn, but her arms bore the scars of when she was a fool. The master had summoned her, but that did not mean that he was ready to listen or give orders. Her job was to appear, forthwith, and await his address, even if it took hours.

    At last, he said, "Els. Have you have any  news?"

    "Yes. The necromancers have arrived in the city. Both women. One young, fresh. Her name is Emma Elric. The other is incalculably old. Snow white skin and powerful. Master, she is Lyceum herself."

    The man turned to his prentice, his mask betraying nothing, the black silken robe that he wore writhing about him on the floor, "Lyceum herself, you say? She has brought a prentice from the firm then?"

    "It would appear so," said Els, and then, "should we be concerned? I've heard of her closure rate: three hundred years and not a single failure to her name.”

    The man gilded about the room, or so Els had come to think of it, for if her master walked still, he had long ago learned to do so without sound, "Three hundred years, yes. But we forget that in all that time she has not met me. In all that time, I have been a blind spot to her. While her reputation has gone on before her, I have been as a shadow, extending behind her. Three hundred years has been long enough for her; it is time for a change."

    If there was the hint of amusement in her master's voice, Els did not hear it, though something in the way he glided back to the window suggested gaiety. When silence fell back over the room, Els excused herself and returned to her own adjacent room. The man, now alone, let his mind and spirit wander free. He left the room as his first name, Dormir, as sleep.

    He flew into the realm of dreams, strange colors all about him, purple mulberry, butterscotch yellow, cobalt. All matter came into view with the ease of thought and was dismissed as handily. It was, he thought, so very, unlike the real world. Here and gone with nothing to mark our time, nothing that did not turn to dust in the hourglass.  He reached his destination quickly and entered into the dreamscape of Lyceum's apprentice, Emma Elric.

    He was careful not to brush up against her consciousness yet, careful not to shape her dreams and nightmares around him for it was too soon to do such. Instead, he came to see what obsessed her when she was free to drift endlessly from thought to thought without ego inhibition to mediate desire. There, in her mind, the man who came as Dormir saw her passion naked. Emma sought power and prestige above all else. He smiled. Her ambitions preceded anything else, and there, in the amorphous landscape of her dreams, the man saw Emma as necromancer supreme. He saw her raise the long-dead so that they might tear across the land in search of vengeance. He saw Emma take up some personified image of justice and karma both, a ledger, and he watched her balance the book.  In the realm of her dreams, she shaped herself as the greatest of necromancers, the true successor to her master and boss.

    She imagined her own firm, one that found the uncanny to be a bore, that saw the disappearance or death of Gods as so mundane that it was hardly worth her attention. She dreamt of The Market as well. What else was there for one whose ambitions were so great to dream of but that place where dreams can be bought and sold? Even in her fantasies, where her name struck fear into the hearts of the purveyors of the Market, it still existed. The man found this funny. That someone so young could, with greater ease, dream up the rising and falling of Gods and monsters than an end to the Market seemed a profound lack of imagination.

    He watched her dream for a few moments longer before he retreated back into himself. But before he did, he left her a mark of his own design, a little piece of himself.

    She would not recognize it being there at first; of that, he was confident, apprentice that she was. Lyceum would see his fingerprints all over it, but by then, it would be too late. The snake will have emerged from its egg and wrapped Emma up tight. It will be up to the young necromancer if she escapes his monster's stomach and beheads it. But regardless of the outcome, it would be a perfectly dramatic way to introduce himself to them both and, with that, he left her and returned to himself.

    


    Goh was sitting in his study on the second night in the manor doing the same thing he had done the first thinking, pretending to study scriptures. He stared at a page, and made a note of a word. If Goh felt ambitious, he would try and scribble down an interruption of a few lines. For the most part, though, he was thinking of the situation at hand. His missing God, the necromancer's, the move from his place of comfort to this lavish, sprawling maze they had put him in. Worse, they had locked him up with the folks across the street!

    Ah, but that was the heart of the matter, wasn't it? Goh could pretend the way they'd asked him too, but the fact of the matter was, he didn't see the big deal. Back when he had been in school, studying the holy book, Goh had relished in the back and forth he'd had with those planning to join in with the Chapel.

    He remembered one particular student that he had been close to, and with that memory came a soreness of the heart. Her name was Joanne, and she was lovely.

    There was a poem Goh always thought of when he thought of Joanne, lines of it long memorized and so associated with her name that they came, unbidden.

    Her smile is summer's day,

    her voice, autumn's wind through the leaves,

    all the color and crispness, there in here words

    She is as stunning as winter,

    a beauty as severe as frozen lakes,

    and her presence as warm and comforting as shade,

    or a summer breeze.

    But like fall leaves,

    like spring rains,

    like freshly fallen snow,

    she is fleeting,

    her but to be gone,

    and in her wake,

    heartache is free to grow.

    Goh hated that he remembered that poem. He hated thinking of Joanne, smart, and passionate as she was. What was the last thing she had said?

    No, that wasn't a road to travel down, was it?

    Oh, but the thought had arrived, and that meant there was no choice but to follow it. To go tumbling down the hill, through the thickets, briars, and brambles, and come wheeling out of it all off a cliff.

    She had said, "Goh, I think you are wrong about everything, but I love you for it." And then what happened?

    She became a body. Joanne was an object now because that was what flesh and bone were objects that had come together. It took a spark, a beating heart, a soul to make them anything more. And Joanne had relinquished that, and Goh had to go on not understanding why and feeling guilty and angry.

    Thoroughly flustered and exhausted by his false studying and spiraling thoughts, Goh went out into the hall and began to make his way toward Deacon Elon's room. The Deacon had told him upon arriving where he could be found. Thinking about it, the fact that Elon knew where he would be was more than a little odd.

    Neither of them had ever been in this place before, yet both had an intimate knowledge of it. Stranger still, even though Goh knew it was unnatural for him to know the manor as he did, the experience felt like it belonged. He had never had a summer home to retreat to, but Goh imagined that this feeling must be like that of returning to a summer home. Familiar, yet tarnished, a memory placed upon a shelf to gather dust.

    The halls themselves were exquisite, but all the trimmings had been tarnished by the steam as hot air was pumped through pipes to warm the place. Many of the paintings, some of which Goh thought he recognized as famous religious works, had been damaged by dripping water. The wood frames cracked and swollen, the picture itself marred by streaks of white and bubbling boils.

    At some point, whoever owned the place (Lyceum had been elusive on the topic of the manor's ownership, even implying that knowing might get them all killed) must have decided that it was better to leave the walls bare than let such fantastic art go to waste. It was only too bad that by Goh's count anyway, it had taken them at least forty-seven paintings to figure that out. On occasion, there was a loud popping sound as the air reached a spot that had cooled. Goh remembered a sound dubiously as it used to induce such panic in him when he first came to the Church. He used to wake in the night, hearing the banging and popping and thinking something was horribly wrong. In contrast, now it was simple punctuation to his life, a background noise.

    The Deacon's study was open only by invitation to the Church's initiates, a practice that stayed even here in the manor. Elon had been insistent on moving the original manuscripts of Iralaie in his possession. As well as any more official and political documents, passed down from the God himself to Matthew Ironlung, as he became known thanks to his wheezing and booming voice. The majority of the documents were outdated and, to be frank, a crock of shit. The one thing Ironlung had done stuck was the legal system, before which an eye for an eye was the law of the land.

    Now Perido no longer tolerated blood feuds or cruel punishments but instead put the criminals to work, often on adjacent islands, to farm and extract resources. Ironlung's interruption of Iaralie's word had been kind enough to assure that the work camps were equipped with comfortable housing, staffed with doctors and that the prisoners' wages were presented upon release. Goh had always thought of Prophet Ironlung as a personal hero. His devotion to justice was so intense that it brought a tear to the acolyte's eye.

    The door to the study was ajar, and as Goh went to knock on it, he heard quiet chatter from the inside. He hesitated upon hearing it and thought to himself that, perhaps, he should turn away from the door. If the Deacon was entertaining someone or in a meeting, then Goh should not pester. Or else he should return to his quarters or go for a walk through the city. Anything to kill a few hours, after which the young acolyte might try again if it wasn't too late.  But then he heard a voice he recognized, one that should have been impossible to hear in such a private context as this. Curiosity got the better of Goh, and so he peeked through the crack in the door. Sitting with the Deacon, languid in a chair, was Matriarch Marianne, her long moonlight hair a dead giveaway to her identity. She wore a lavender blouse and a white, fuzzy cardigan. In her hands, a crystal glass filled with amber liquid translucent in the flickering light of the fireplace.

    She said, "And does it worry you, having necromancer's around looking for our God?”

    "I did not anticipate," Elon said, "That they'd send Lyceum herself to seek God. But I trust that you'll take care of her on your end, with the appropriate subterfuge and aimless ramblings of ideological difference. Right, Marianne?"

    "Naturally, Elon," she said, smug, and continued on, her words lost as Goh scuttled back, hand clasped over his mouth to keep from shrieking.

    Back in his quarters, Goh hungered for a cigarette but, fuck, shit and damn, he had thrown out what he had in another attempt to quit. He was a fool for that like he had been any other time he thought to try and kick the habit. What was he supposed to do? Develop healthier coping skills, breathe more, count to whatever arbitrary number he had to so he might quell the sickness in his stomach, and silence the thoughts that constricted him? Well, good luck with that!

    But now was not the time to admonish himself. Goh had stumbled onto something much more terrifying than Iaralie being gone, a prospect he thought wholly impossible until about, oh, five or six minutes ago. Fuck. What a world, Goh thought, where one minute you think you've got everything sorted out, and the next it turns into a heaping trash fire. What was he to do now? It was clear that the necromancer's were not welcome and for more reasons than their odious profession. It was clear that God had not merely gone missing but had been made to disappear.

    Goh sat at his desk for a long time feeling pent up, caged, his eyes wide and nostrils flared, animal energy springing up inside. Looking at his desk, he felt the nearly uncontrollable urge to flip it over to send it crashing against the iron walls of his room. He needed answers, needed confirmation, and needed to understand, needed something to either eradicate or vindicate his sense of betrayal.

    He remembered the Primary Verse and found in it a meaning he had never considered. Great of ambition, strong of body and spirit. He had never applied such qualifiers to himself. Yet, now, amid chaos, the pieces of his world cracking, he found strength in Iralaie's words. He steeled himself and made his resolve like cold iron. He would shadow the Deacon, would break into the study, into his office, into his personal chambers if he needed to. Hell, he would bring in the girl from the Chapel, the only other person to feel God's absence. What was her name? Alderberry? Yes, he'd even cross enemy lines, damn it all. While he was at it, the necromancer's, he would let them know.

    He would work with anyone, no matter their affiliation if it meant finding God and destroying those foul beasts responsible for this.

    Goh felt this resolve resonate down in his soul and keep his spirit strong as he leaped into the abyss. The only question was if he would be swallowed up by the dark waters or find that they only came up to his knees.

    


    Emma spent one day and half a night exploring the manor. She had concluded that the person who owned it had too much money and a wild imagination. She felt more qualified than anyone else to make that judgment because she had spent four years at a two-hundred year-old school conceptualized. Emma also believed that the rich son-of-a-bitch deserved a smack in the face.

    The apprentice necromancer had a few justifications for this belief. For one, the rich were deserving of neither respect nor their money, as a general rule. And for another thing, anyone who had the money to pay for mutable dimensions was a person who had come from old money with deep ties.

    When Emma had woken on the first day after the spell that put her to sleep, it was still dark outside. She felt cold, despite the thick wool blanket atop her, and there was a buzzing in her room. At first, she had not heard the noise; in fact, it wasn't until it subsided that she noticed it had been there at all. The silence that followed was profound, disturbing, and made it impossible for Emma to fall back asleep. Which was perfect because she had, she estimated, slept for around five-and-a-half hours, which was enough to maintain her natural dark circles.

    The rest of the night, Emma spent stalking through the halls and trying to familiarize herself with every passageway. This, she realized, about two minutes into her endeavor, had been taken care of for her. Every room and who was in it was right there in her brain. It was all nestled next to a strange sense of nostalgia for the manor in general. The realization was chilling because the uncanny nature of the nostalgia was only weird. After all, it wasn't. When Emma tried to think about it and make herself uncomfortable with these cozy feelings. Yet, each time she tried, her discomfort slid away, and a small voice in her said, it sure is great to be back home.

    It had been Emma's intention to stalk the outside of the manor too. If she was going to be forced to feel as if she were at home, then she might as well compound the feeling by reminding herself of the school grounds she used to frequent. The dew heavy grass wetting her feet, the cool caress of the night breeze, and the mystery of lent to even the most familiar things in the area. But then Emma stumbled across a door that she had no information on. It was a blank in her brain, something that didn't exist on the map she had. And that was curious because why have a room that was right there in the open but then leave it out of the spell that made it possible to have such intimate feelings about this place. It made no sense.

    So, she tried to open the door, as one would. It was locked because, of course, it was. Emma rolled her eyes. Her magic did many things, but one of them was not unbolting a lock, and so she had to do the more challenging and more painful thing. Emma extended her middle finger and stripped back the flesh with a few muttered words and reshaped the digit's bone. Her eyes watered pink; the most challenging thing about this spell was holding back the blood so that the bone extended, perfect white.

    The first part of the trick was to make the bone the correct size to fit into the whole without sacrificing its strength. Breaking a finger was awful enough, and healing one always made Emma feel itchy. Regrowing bone was the kind of thing that made a person howl in pain until the passed out and squirm because fuck, why did it itch so damn much? Once you got it in there, all you had to do was keep reshaping the bone until the bone was the key, and a turn and a click and you were in. Emma muttered to herself the difficulty here was in not screaming in pain as you forced your bone into odd shapes and tight spaces.

    Emma was adept at ignoring the pain. Her mind was a steel trap, and her focus was sharp as a surgeon's scalpel. This was not a skill on the curriculum from her student days, but locked doors and drawers held treasures and answer keys to tests. And, besides, was not the mark of a genius their ingenuity? In Emma's estimation, the words had an awful lot of letters in common for that not to be the case. Yet, despite her mental fortitude and her experience at picking locks with her boney and ghastly finger, the safety refused to yield.

    She kept changing how her finger fit into the lock, making subtle changes, but they were never right. Emma's shape was always a little off, not so much that it didn't slide in, but enough that nothing happened when she twisted.

    "Shit, fuck, piss," Emma cursed, withdrawing her finger.

    The young necromancer glared at the door. Emma was no fool. The puzzle here was simple to recognize but deceptive in how facile it appeared. A rotating lock was predicated on a single origin that it riffed on in what seemed endless variations. Emma thought of it as jazz.

    There was always a root note, but what got played around that note made the song lively and engaging.

    With a frustrated sigh, Emma considered walking away from the lock. After all, the variations on the lock were subtle; whoever had engineered it was equal parts brilliant as a mage and a locksmith. She could spend hours here, fiddling about with the lock, and, frankly, she didn't have that time.

    But, considering that she had no leads to go on and no idea what to do except wait for inspiration to strike, Emma decided to grab a few snacks. She stuffed them into the leather bag she had strapped over her shoulder and got to work. Maybe, Emma rationalized, doing this will give her some sort of edge. If she were lucky, this might lead her to, what? Some kind of magic boiler room? Unlikely, though not impossible, that the spells had been layered into a precise location. And if behind this door was that place, well, the manor could work for her then.

    So it was that the next four hours, Emma sat fiddling with the lock, breaking on occasion to snack on nuts, cured meats, and cheeses. Each time she took a break, Emma wrapped her finger up in a cloth napkin she kept on her, one that matched her blood's color. She had never been able to understand the obsession some of her colleagues had had with colors as bright and obnoxious as white. Or with something so drab and edgy as black. Both seemed dramatic in the wrong ways to her. Even her boss was not above this criticism, though at least Lyceum had the decency to make it thematically appropriate.

    The simple shades of a tree with the fresh pop of a particular color were good enough for her, she thought, while another voice added, good enough for the girl who bleeds from her eyes?

    Giggling to herself about herself, Emma set to getting back to work. She had come frustratingly close a few times now, the fluttering of her heart assured her. But, too slow each time, or too eager to have it over with, Emma failed to predict the next change the lock underwent. If she had not been so engrossed by the task of opening this single door, Emma might have noticed that there had been no traffic passing by where she had camped out. As it stood, this realization would come later, and with it, another facet of the manor would be revealed to her.

    The last thought that went through Emma's head before the click that told her the door was open was that she would need to change her shirt. And that was unfortunate because this was her favorite shirt, or, well, not favorite, more like the one that made her look the most professional. She had packed away a lovely amber colored blouse that paired well with a parka the color of oak.

    Emma squee'd and then hurried through the door, flinging it open and slamming it shut, the tips of her ears a match for the napkin she had wrapped around her finger previously. Darkness devoured her as she ventured in. There was enough light to see a few steps ahead, and when Emma glanced over her shoulder, nervous, she noted with worry that there was nothing. The caliginous space she found herself in growled, like it was hungry, like the shadows that trailed behind her were tearing off the evidence of her passage. Emma's heart pounded like a hammer, banging against her chest, and no matter how deep she breathed, she could not seem to get enough air.

    The growl came again, and Emma swore she felt something rushing toward her, though there was no sound or draft. Some primal sense told her that she needed to move forward, fast, or be overwhelmed by, what? The room?

    Emma obeyed her gut and bolted forward, racing down the halls, the distance never enough to ease her panic. She ran until her chest burned, and her legs ached, and her mind screamed, begged, for her to stop. She did not stop, would not, even as her vision (she hoped it was her vision) dimmed and narrowed.

    Find the source of the light, Emma told herself, there must be a source to it, and there you will be safe.

    She did not know if this was true, and the part of her mind that always played the Devil's Advocate said, yes, but what if it eats that light?

    What if whatever illumination you find in the distance is an appetizer before it consumes you?

    What a dumbass way to go, eaten by a hallway, and only a year after graduation. You survive all the bullshit of university to be something's lunch, what an epitaph.

    Thanks to this push and pull between nihilism and dogged resistance to being a joke or footnote, Emma was able to push through the tightness in her chest. She would survive this, damn it, and then probably collapse from a heart attack. Running was not precisely something a practitioner of the foul arts were known for, after all.

    After what felt like ten minutes of sprinting but was only two minutes of a light run, Emma saw a door up ahead. She felt tears well up in her eyes and a renewed vigor.

    There was a vague understanding that this door might well be locked like the first and, if it were, then she was fucked. And so it was due to this combination of fear, desperation, and impatience, that Emma leaped the last few feet and threw her weight against the door.

    On the other end of the door sat a man dressed in a red suit in a room of cool blue velvet. The man had been playing his favorite jazz tunes on the piano, the snap of his fingers conjuring up the ghosts of other musicians. He was about to say something snappy like, "rattle off boys," and grow a few skeletons out of a couple bones resting in ashtrays he'd placed around him. But, as he pulled his hand off the piano, his door exploded off the hinges, and a young, pretty woman fell to the floor with a yelp.

    It had been a while since music had come to a stop, and so, the man was allowed to appreciate how awful the sounds of the manor were.

    This opportunity lasted about forty-five seconds before he got back to playing, not bothering to pay attention to the woman on the floor. She was gasping and gulping down air like she had been drowning. And, depending on what the halls had done to her, she might well have been.

    Emma heard music and felt carpet, smooth, the stink of stale smoke, and old booze profound. She supposed that she should be grateful to be able to catch her breath at all. But it was unpleasant to take big gulps of and made her already tumultuous stomach turn. The music was helping, though.

    Why the hell was there music?

    Emma looked up and saw a handsome, thin man in red, "Hello?"

    "Ah. You have your own voice. Or, you haven't got its voice. How lovely for you," said the man. He had a high, musical voice, a beautiful lilt to it.

    "Yeah," said Emma abstractedly.

    "Tell me your name and what you are doing here. I am Aleister Alexander Avery. Please do not call me aaa." "Oh my god, you had shitty parents too!"

    Aleister looked at her, a single eyebrow raised.

    "I mean. My name is Emma Evelyn Elric. You are aaa, and I am eee. We are both screeching sounds."

    Aleister could not resist the laugh that bubbled up and came out like a burp, "Oh. Yes. I am sorry to disappoint you, but I'm the one who made a mistake. I picked out my own name. I, uh, didn't really think it out very well, though."

    "Why keep it, then?" asked Emma.

    "Why keep yours? I chose mine for personal reasons, so it is still a summation of myself despite my misjudgment. You had yours picked by someone else. Something about it must get to the heart of who you are."

    Emma noted two things. The first was that, throughout the whole conversation, Aleister kept playing. His long, boney fingers were dexterous and hypnotic to watch. She felt like, if she were to watch them for long enough, she would fall asleep. The second was that Aleister was a necromancer and a pretentious, self-important one at that.

    "Okay. So, what are you doing here?" Emma asked, changing voices from bubbly and silly to cold and sharp.

    Aleister raised an eyebrow in response and said, "Playing the piano."

    Emma rolled her eyes, "No shit. I mean, what are you doing behind a locked door? In the manor. Playing classic jazz all alone."

    That got a smile, "I'm never alone."

    Aleister snapped his finger, and, forming a triangle around him, two skeletons took shape. Emma summoned up a bit of shadow stuff to her hands, ready to blast them with pure force, an inelegant but effective method. But the skeletons did not so much as turn to her; instead, they grabbed nearby instruments. One picked up a bass that rested in the corner and began walking down the board. Another took a seat at a simple drum set, tapping away the snare and giving a lightning crash to the symbols. The last rocked the vibraphone, rattling away and giving little flourishes between notes by tapping the mallet against its rib cage.

    "See?" Aleister shouted, "I've got the company I need, baby!"

    "Lovely," muttered Emma, "But none of this answers my question."

    She waved her hand, and the skeletons fell to bits, which would have been fine, save that the one who had been playing the bass was no longer there to hold it. It hit the ground with a thud and cracking sound that made Emma cringe and caused Aleister to stop, hop to attention, and go to the bass's side.

    "Shit, I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking," said Emma.

    "Clearly! You are lucky the bass didn't break!"

    Emma stuttered, "I said I was sorry. I'm just trying to understand why you're here and what you do!"

    Aleister sighed, "I play music for the manor. Usually behind the scenes, but I entertain on occasion. I have a live show coming up, actually."

    "Okay, but why behind a locked door and through a hungry hall?"

    "Well, I mean, look. A lot of magic has touched this place, understand? And not all of it is in harmony. That's why I'm here. To make sure that everything stays together," said Aleister as he came to sit back at his piano and play.

    "And you do that by playing the piano," Emma said, understanding dawning.

    Aleister smirked, "Oh, yes."

    "Then, you can't leave."

    “Oh, I can leave. Never for very long, though. And not without someone to watch the bench."

    "Who does that?" asked Emma.

    "Sorry. That's privileged information," said Aleister.

    Emma frowned, "I am a necromancer working with Lyceum, of the firm Abelworth, Cain, and Lyceum. No information is private or off limits for me.

    "When it comes to this place, and this room, it is. Baby, I know your boss. I've played some shows for her. You and your lot being here, that's a big ask from the owners, and it squared their debt with Lyceum away. Me, I have no debts to her. So, whatever she's told you is whatever she could."

    Emma considered pressing, but, in truth, she was tired of the whole ordeal. And getting more background information on how this place worked only mattered insofar as it got her closer to solving the case.

    "Are you responsible for people knowing the layout of this place? And feeling at home?" the young necromancer asked.

    "Not for the spell itself. But I know how it works, and I assure you that it works as it should."

    Emma nodded, "What would it take if you made some adjustments for me?"

    "Depends on the adjustments."

    "Naturally. How's about this. I need to have a little more privacy on the grounds. I imagine my boss needs the same. Can you maybe, make a little more room for us? Divert crowds away?"

    Aleister rocked his head back and forth in a way that reminded Emma of a pendulum.

    "Too many people here for privacy. I can try and make people feel uneasy around you. But I suspect they already do. Any more, and I don't think you'll be talking to anyone here."

    "Fair enough," Emma said with a sigh, "but what about the opposite?"

    "Why would you want more people looking your way?"

    "Well," Emma drew out the word, "I suppose if people felt warmer toward myself and the boss, they might be more cooperative?"

    Aleister sucked on the inside of his cheek and fiddled about on the piano, testing out a few notes that Emma hadn't heard in earlier incarnations of this song.

    "Yeah. We can do that. Nothing so strong as making you two bosom buddies with anyone here. But, we can tweak it so that the jokes about necromancers and bones are more good-natured teasing than pejorative."

    Emma shrugged, "Hey, that sounds like a pretty big shift to me. Now, what do I owe you?"

    Aleister eyed Emma with naked lust, and Emma felt a shiver run up her spine. This was not going to work out if the next words out of the pianist's mouth were what she assumed they'd be.

    "I need the tip of a bone. You would make a good base for a skeleton. And we could finally get a guitarist. It would really round out the sound, you know?"

    Emma let her mouth hang open, flabbergasted by Aleister's request. It was still wholly unreasonable. She knew exactly what a talented necromancer could do with even a bit of bone. Aleister was more than capable.

    "No. Not my own. Sorry."

    Aleister shrugged, "Smart answer. I don't suppose you've got any bone on you?"

    "I do not. But, I do know a way you can get what you want and add some diversity to your line up."

    Aleister raised an eyebrow, signaling for Emma to continue. The young necromancer reached into her bag and produced a small figure of dried and stitched together flesh. She placed it on the ground next to her, and, rubbing her fingers together, she sprinkled a bit of shadow-stuff on it. The figure grew to a lumbering, hulking creature of flesh and sinew; its eyes were both golden and its skin all different shades of human

    "A golem!" Aleister exclaimed.

    "Yes. One without a command word attached to it. What say you to taking this as a trade?"

    “I dunno. We've got this whole bone theme."

    "I get that, I do. But, here me out. I put lungs in this thing. You wanted a guitarist? I'm giving you a sax player!"

    Aleister chewed at his lip, and the look on his face made Emma think he was constipated. She searched her mind for any way that she might tip the scales more in her favor, but all she had was this blank slate of a golem. It was either enough, or it wasn't.

    "Shit. I'll need to come up with something to replace, rattle off boys, but you've got a deal."

    And with that, they shook hands and, next thing Emma knew, she was back in her room. Part of her wanted to be angry for being shunted off without a word. Still, the fraction of her that was utterly exhausted thanked Aleister and fell into bed.

    


    The morning knock upon the door was an immediate irritant. The sunlight that can in through Emma's window, which she had a steady disdain of, came, fractured and broken, into the room. Emma's bed was in the exact position it needed to be for the morning sun to project its rays into her eyes. This solar assault never failed to give Emma a headache to start her day with, and that, coupled with the pounding against her door, put her in a mood befitting a necromancer.

    "Give me a moment!" Emma shouted from her bed, her jaw clenched against the pain of her head.

    She remembered falling asleep in her clothes but was now, save for her socks, in the nude. This only made sense. Even asleep, Emma could never be comfortable lying in bed in her clothes. She would either end up too hot or feel constricted, neither of which was conducive to a restful night. The pile of old clothes, clumped at the foot of her bed, proved her right and provided an easy fix to her nudity problem.

    Picking them up, Emma sniffed her shirt and then her armpit and grimaced.

    How long had it been since she'd showered? Lyceum had insisted that they both be fresh for their meetings with Deacon Elon and Matriarch Marianne. That would have been the morning that they had docked in Perido.

    Yikes. She was past due. And Emma could feel it on her skin, which felt like it was dripping with grime and oil. Her face and hair were especially egregious. The former felt slick, like a pan greased and ready for use, and the latter itched. Emma's thick hair had always needed extra attention, and, when it got to this point, felt weighed down by it.

    Realizing how stinky and gross she looked made Emma want to fake sick and put off whoever was at her door. Indeed, it had to be a bad look for the firm if she was this disheveled in front of someone. And, the dead forbid that it was her boss at the door waiting.

    Another knock, loud and urgent, stirred up the frustrations that had settled under the layer of insecurity and anxiety.

    Forgetting the fear she had had over whether or not it was Lyceum at her door, Emma barked, "Who is it, and what could you possibly need this early?"

    "It's Goh. I need to talk to you about Iaralie," came the reply.

    Goh? The nervous Church boy. Oh, for fuck's sake, what did he want? To give her a holy text demonstrating that she was bound for God's version of hell?

    "What about Iaralie?" asked a now clothed Emma.

    "Uhm," said Goh, "I'm not sure I should say it on this side of the door."

    As a rule of thumb, Emma was not particularly adept at reading the living. Spending the majority of your free time in graveyards at twilight, in tombs at night, and in ancient tomes of forgotten knowledge did not make one a good conversationalist. Emma had learned at an expeditious rate that people skills would be a requirement if she wanted to make it far in the firm. So, she had made friends and went to brunches and tried to be open and honest (when it was appreciated). Given a few months, Emma might have passed for an awkward but well-meaning person. As it was, she smelled too much like fresh dirt and came off like she thought of people as parts or as a means to an end. The fact that these things were genuine did not help matters.

    But, regardless, even Emma could tell from the quiver in Goh's voice and his hesitation that something was amiss. At first, she thought it was that he was afraid to be at the door of a necromancer, but that didn't track. He was nervous at their first meeting but attentive and willing to challenge her. That was before her arrangement with Aleister.

    In a few quick steps, Emma was at her door and unlatching it. She flung it wide open and locked eyes with Goh, who looked surprised and concerned. She grabbed him by his robes and pulled him in, an act that elicited a small yelp from the acolyte.

    Once inside, Goh opened his mouth to speak, which Emma stopped by covering his mouth with her hand. She pressed a finger to her own lips and captured him in a wide-eyed glare, which she held until she was sure she could trust his understanding. Removing her hand and turning away from Goh, Emma set to setting wards, layering spells so that prying eyes and ears might not hear. This was not her area of expertise, so all the magic she used was simple, childish. Alone, one might do away with them without a second thought, so to compensate, Emma wove them into a pattern.

    For all those spells that deafened or dampened sound, she placed those that scrambled or changed words. In with those Emma knitted spells that would cause her fingers to tingle, her face to flush, or her eyes to water in case they started to unravel. If she couldn't work a tricky spell, then she could at least make her parlor tricks a tedious mess.

    It took two minutes in total to finish weaving an ample net, and when Emma blinked away the tears in her eyes, they ran light pink.

    Turning back to Goh, she said, "You may speak now. We are protected."

    "Are your eyes okay? They're so red," asked Goh, the concern in his voice so comical to Emma that she giggled.

    His look of confusion caused her to snort, which only made Goh frustrated and Emma's laughing fit longer.

    "Well, fuck me for the asking then," grumped Goh.

    "No, no," said Emma, her laughter infecting each word, "it's sweet. Really, it is. I haven't worked magic in front of, uh, normies before. I forgot that spontaneous bleeding and bloodshot eyes aren't common."

    "This is a necromancer thing, isn't it?" asked Goh, though he knew the answer.

    "It is a magic thing in general, in truth. The days of free magic have been gone since the Elder King's fell. Now, it costs something to use magic. Us necromancers tend to be a bit more dramatic about it, though."

    Goh nodded in an understanding, though, truthfully, he didn't understand. He didn't want to learn more. The particulars involved in doing any magic were of no interest to him. The fact that Emma was explaining it from the perspective of the foulest form of magic made it more interesting, in a macabre way, but, paradoxically, less enticing to hear.

    "You said you had something to tell me about Iaralie. Something private," said Emma, filling the few seconds of silence that had come between them.

    "Yes. I did. I overheard Elon talking with Marianne in private," said Goh, a crazed look in his eye.

    "And?" prodded Emma.

    "From what they were saying, they were planning to throw your, uh, partner off the trail. And I'd assume you as well. They wanted to keep you bogged down in our differences or something."

    Oh-ho-ho! There's something juicy. This seemed to Emma a lead, the first potential one she had had. But, excited as she was, the young necromancer knew enough to be cautious and suspicious from pulp crime novels.

    "How do I know you aren't part of that plan?" she asked, doing her best to sound as icy and confident as Lyceum.

    "What? Why would I tell you about it if I was?" roared Goh, infuriated at the accusation.

    Emma looked him over and saw he had clenched his fists and decided she should take a moment to consider what she was about to say.

    It was true that she didn't have any solid reason why Goh would lie to her. Or how this would make her anything but suspicious of the motives of the Church at the least. But, nonetheless, she couldn't trust Goh just like that, could she?

    No, Emma needed to be sure.

    "You might tell me for a variety of reasons, young acolyte. For instance, I know we have already spoken about how you knew Iaralie was gone. Your examples and defensiveness pulled the right levers to squash my doubts. But if what you're saying is true, why would they reach out to us at all?" asked Emma, proud of herself for coming up with convincing bullshit.

    "Iaralie's influence matters in the city. I'm sure your firm knows that" retorted Goh.

    "We do. We also know that there is a haze of pollution that hangs over Perido. And, while the mines here appear safer than others, there is still an inherent danger to the main profession of your city. What would happen if Iaralie was gone long enough that frightened Elon and Marianne?" asked Emma.

    The truth was, Emma wanted to know the answer to her own question. She had poured over the stacks of papers that Lyceum had given her and found nothing remarkable. Perido was a well-to-do city, a hub of manufacturing and industrial ingenuity, but nothing special aside from that.

    "Iaralie is the God of Iron and Steam. When we talk about that, we mean the Iron that holds the city up and the fire that bellows in the Great Furnace. Look at your papers again, and I'm sure you'll notice that the furnace has never gone out. And that our Iron is strong enough to have withstood the elements and time and all things that degrade and destroy," explained Goh.

    "Those are things Iaralie's power maintains. The bones and heart of the city" remarked Emma, abstracted by slow, dumb realization.

    "Exactly."

    With this new knowledge landing upon her, there came the horrible noise of how it interacted with reality. The sound of everything around her grinding to a stop as it grew cold and was chewed away by rust and wind and sea and salt. Perido, the Iron City, would go through a change in name and identity. It would be a dead city, dark and foul, and a beckon for devils and shades aplenty.

    "Do you know how your furnace is holding up?" Emma asked, figuring that it might be easier for Goh to answer this than a question about the entire city's well-being.

    “So far as Deacon Elon or Marianne have said, it has continued on strong. They say it is like a tank on empty, burning fumes to make it a mile more. But, I don't know if their word can be trusted, and I have never been to the furnace myself," said Goh.

    Emma sucked at the inside of her cheek, "I think that we can trust their word on this. If they are involved and have a plan for Iaralie, I assume they keep a close eye on how the city is holding up. But, is this all you know?"

    Goh nodded.

    Emma ground her teeth. This wasn't enough to get her anywhere. She needed to know what their plans were so she could figure out what to do. A few options played out in her mind. The first was that she could go to Lyceum with Goh, and the three of them could make a move on Elon and Marianne now. Emma dismissed this outright. Hearsay wasn't enough to get much done, and it would show their hand.

    The other was to use Goh to spy on one or both of them and find more information for her.

    This second option seemed to Emma the best. If Goh lingered about all the time or followed the Deacon around like a lost puppy, well, he was concerned about God's absence. His following Marianne was unlikely to do anything but raise suspicion; it would be best for him to leave her be. The biggest issue with this plan is that it was expressly forbidden to involve clients. Emma could get in a lot of trouble going through with this, but then again, what other option did she have?

    Awh, to hell with it.

    "Goh. I need you to listen to me. I need more information before I can do anything. I need to know what is happening with Iaralie, what Elon and Marianne are planning to do. The most efficient way for me to find out is to have someone on the inside," said Emma.

    "Are you asking me to spy on Elon and Marianne?" Goh sounded affronted, which was no good, even if Emma did expect it. She was a stranger and a necromancer, and Elon was, well, Emma was sure that Goh thought of him as family. Turning on your family, even when they cock something up good, is difficult. It was unfair of her to ask him to do it, unkind to ask him to choose her over him.

    Well, too bad, Emma thought. Life is unfair and unkind. Best, he comes to terms with it now or at least decides he prefers denial instead.

    "Only Elon. I know I'm asking a lot of you. But, you are the one who felt Iaralie. You and one other noticed, and neither were the bastards trying to make sure he never returns. I can't pretend to know what that means, not in any deep, rooty way. But I can guess that you aren't doing any of this to look good. All I'm asking, Goh, is that you prove me right. That your principals aren't shiny baubles to show off, but something you are willing to live and die for." Emma caught herself pleading with the boy at the end, surprising herself with her sincerity.

    Goh was silent and still for only a moment before he shook his head. “I'll help you," he said, leaving no doubt. And with that, he left, which was for the best in Emma's view. The less she knew about the acolyte's plan, the better.

    


    Caitlyn Alderberry loved her long, red hair. She loved it so much that she went against tradition and refused to shave it, despite the obvious consequences to her career in the Chapel. Her auburn locks had always been a means of getting attention and, truth told, Caitlyn did not mind it one bit. Attention was an excellent currency that fed her self-esteem and made her happy on her worst days. Used to looks and being chatted up by strangers as she was, Caitlyn did not find it odd when she saw an Ironer staring at her. Not at first, anyway. Once it clicked into place that it was the person who, like her, had felt Iaralie's disappearance.

    She had intended to enjoy a few tiny squares of toast with pesto and parsley in the courtyard's ambiance. To listen to the chirping birds, the buzzing insects, the distant crunch and squish of earth underfoot by her lonesome in the somewhat private spot she had marked out for herself. But that seemed to be out of the question now, so, with a sidelong glance, a fanning of her locks, and a tilt of the head, she beckoned Goh closer.

    When Goh sat down next to Caitlyn, she noticed two things about him immediately. The first was that he smelled like stale cigarette smoke, a stench so wholly unpleasant that she set aside the rest of her snack and failed in her fight to not wrinkle up her nose in disgust. The second was that he was far more nervous and awkward than most folks she had invited to sit with her and, frankly, this made up for his offensive smell a bit.

    The men and women and folks in-between that came to her with confidence were often charming and suitable for a few laughs. Still, they expected her to give them attention, and Caitlyn was not about that life.

    This wasn't to say she couldn't listen when someone spoke or be mindful of another's needs or be supportive. Being decent and kind was not outside her wheelhouse, but Caitlyn wanted to be admired and appreciated. The thing she liked when a person gave her their attention was the feeling of being like the sun. That it was her smile, her laugh, her eyes and lips, her jokes and stories that gave the person with her life and made them feel like they mattered. That, in turn, made her feel so much more important than she really was. That perfect exchange of her feeling so much more attractive than she was and them feeling more competent and smart and sexy than they were. That was the purpose of flirting, and awkward folks, once they'd warmed up a bit, tended to be better at filling that role in her experience.

    Plus, the sex tended to be more reciprocal with those who didn't swagger up to her like they shit gold and farted roses.

    "Would you like to try my little hor's d' oeuvres? They are quite delicious and wonderfully fresh!" said Caitlyn, affecting her voice with a bit of snobbishness.

    "Uh, sure. Yeah. I'm not one to turn down food," replied Goh. He popped one of the little toasts into his mouth and crunched down on it.

    He could not resist the smile that spread across his face. "They're good, aren't they?" said Caitlyn, smiling at him.

    "Very. What are they called?"

    "Oh, I haven't the faintest idea! The Chef here made them for me, though. A sweet man. A big pushover."

    "Chef? There's a chef here?" asked Goh, now in a total state of befuddlement.

    Caitlyn blinked, "Yes," she extended the word and hissed the 's,' "haven't you had anything to eat yet?"

    "Oh, uh, well, no. This is the first thing, whatever they are," admitted Goh.

    Caitlyn affixed him with a withering gaze, and Goh felt very much like a child under it. Part of him wanted to be angry about the judgment that was evident in the look that Caitlyn gave him. But, then again, he was well aware of the disheveled state he appeared to be in. It was reasonable for her to assume that he had no idea how to take care of himself. To be fair, Goh rationalized, it wasn't like the past few nights had been all peaches and cream. I can be forgiven for forgetting to eat or hydrate or wash up or, well, shit, I should have bathed.

    Caitlyn, for her part, thought of Goh as pitiable. The poor sap hadn't eaten yet, and, to her, that was appalling. He denied himself one of the great pleasures inherent to life, and great fun it was to eat here compared to the slop at the Chapel. To get something this good and this fresh, Caitlyn would have to wait until the end of the week and late into the night. When she and a few other girls would run off into the city, and she would stuff herself full to bursting with anything she could get her hands on. Caitlyn would savor each bite and each little tremble of pleasure that came with a good meal.  All her friends thought she was fucking bananas, and maybe she was, but Caitlyn, in truth, didn't give a damn as long as there was more food to sample. Even as her hips widened and her belly grew large, she continued on enjoying her passion and would continue to so long as she could.

    So, it was never really a question for her about grabbing hold of Goh's wrist and, with sparkling green eyes, whispering excitedly, "Well, we must change this at once. Come to the kitchen!"

    With that, Goh was whisked, helpless, through the gardens. Caitlyn, it appeared, was not one who cared much for the beaten path as she pulled him through the greenery in the overgrown section that she had nestled into. He trampled over flowers and shrubs that had hidden away and felt terrible to have destroyed such hidden beauty. But that feeling was not long for this world. A branch of a tree, one that Caitlyn had moved out of her path but not his, smacked him square in the nose. With a thwack, Goh's eyes watered, and a sharp cry escaped his lips, and he felt a sudden disdain for nature as a concept.

    Caitlyn did not allow him much time to bemoan the incident, however. Instead, she laughed and yelled back at him to toughen up. It was only a sapling, and so pulled him along, this time thoughtfully holding the branches long enough for Goh to cross without further damage.

    


    The dining hall was immaculate, a far cry from the Church's cramped and forever filthy cafeteria. The whole manor was beautiful, and, if Goh was honest, being there left him hungry for more than the pious life of a priest (something he must remember to admonish and flagellate himself for later) but the dining hall was something altogether different.  Everything was clean and sparkling, even the linoleum floors that maintained a gloss of filth in literally everyone's experience no matter how well kept. The Palladian windows let in natural light.

    On days when it was warm and sweet-smelling outside, they were all open so that the outside's aroma would mix with the food.

    The hall was not much decorated. It was open and spacious, even with all the long mahogany tables and high-backed wooden chairs. Goh couldn't be sure if it was the spaciousness of the dining hall or the drone of conversation that made him feel at ease, but either way, he felt flatfooted.

    Of course, Caitlyn Alderberry herself, beautiful and forward, might have had something to do with it. She had already picked what Goh was sure was the best thing that the kitchen had to offer and savored each bite across from him. The company of someone so lovely as her would be enough to make anyone drop their guard.

    Caitlyn, sensing that this relaxed setting would elicit the best response, asked,  "Are you some sort of walking Church propaganda or what?"

    Goh swallowed the potato he'd just shoveled into his mouth, the briefest taste of it lingering behind on his tongue as it went down. She'd asked him if he was a walking propaganda piece. With no provocation, Caitlyn questioned his faith and his experience. If that wasn't enough, it was a reasonable question considering the circumstances made Goh all the angrier.

    "You know," said Caitlyn, "if you are, then you and your fellows can get out of here. No need for us to be cooped up in the same place if you're, ya know, here for appearances. You only have to say or blink if you are afraid to say. I'm sure if you exposed the Church that you'd be allowed to cross over to my side."

    "Are you fucking kidding me," Goh bellowed, and the fire within him roared, "You think that I made it up? That I didn't feel Him, poof, vanish. His presence gone from within me and from the world. You monster! Whatever you may feel of the Church, how dare you, how dare you say that about me. That I would ever capitulate to such a horrid thing, to use Iaralie for...for what?"

    A few fellow diners had taken Goh's explosive display as an invitation to steal glances at him and Caitlyn. However, none said much or let their eyes linger for too long. No one wanted to get caught up in whatever scandal was brewing between the two of them. And, if any recognized them, well, who wanted to be the one to bring down the shining idol of their faction?

    Caitlyn leaned back and sank down in her chair, "Well, look, the propaganda game isn't one I agree with much myself. But don't pretend it doesn't happen. At the higher levels, they're trying to hook people in. Get new worshippers, discredit the other side. It is what it is."

    Goh ground his teeth but said nothing for a long time, not trusting himself to say the right things. It was an odd sensation when Goh looked at it from a distance. He knew that Caitlyn was right; it was no secret that both the Church and Chapel had a PR firm. Yet, even knowing that even knowing what he did about both factions' leadership, that visceral desire to defend the Church was so hot, it burned a hole in his stomach.

    After some time had passed and both his and Caitlyn's plates were clean, Goh said, "I need to know what it felt like to you when you felt Iaralie vanish."

    Caitlyn exhaled, and her eyes grew wide, "I suppose that's fair. I came out and asked you flat out if you were put up to lying about your whole experience. Will you do me the favor of telling me why you're curious?"

    "I want to know if it was the same for you as it was for me," said Goh.

    "I guess it felt like being alone in a big house. Like, one moment, it has all these decorations, all this personality. And it is your favorite place to be because it always feels welcoming. And there are all those stupid drawings you did when you were young framed, and on display, so you are a little embarrassed, but you smile at it nonetheless. Then, next thing you know, you go to visit, and everything in it is gone. The pictures and furnishings and the weird, quirky colors the walls were painted. All gone and washed away with white."

    "Not exactly how I'd put it but yeah. I get you." Caitlyn nodded solemnly but said nothing.

    Goh, voice warbling with nervousness and palms sweating, said, "I think that someone–Elon and Marianne, I should say–got rid of Iaralie on purpose."

    


    When Goh asserted that Mother Dear and the Deacon are involved in God's disappearance, Caitlyn got up and walked out of the room. Goh did not follow her, and she did not look back to see him, and that was fine. Caitlyn wanted nothing to do with Goh if he was going to sit there and slander her Mother, and that was that.

    Except it wasn't. Caitlyn couldn't help but remember a conversation with Marianne before they'd reached out to the firm. On the night, she noticed that Iaralie was gone when his presence first vanished from the world.

    "Oh, come now, dear. If Iaralie was gone, don't you think I'd have noticed Her absence before you? Before anyone?"

    Caitlyn had nodded in acquiescence but felt bilious at the prospect of remaining silent. The feeling would not leave her until she got

    Marianne to understand. And the way that Caitlyn had done that was by bothering her dear Mother every day for three days straight. Caitlyn filled her days popping in on Marianne until the terse smile that accentuated her crow's feet vanished. Never once did Marianne shout or chide or let the frustrations on her face creep into her voice.

    Late into the third night of the disappearance, while Caitlyn was still awake, unable to sleep due to the loss of her sense of home and security, Marianne barged into her room. She said, her eyes bulging, her face stricken, bone-white, and said, "She's gone." The sense of relief Caitlyn felt when those two words passed was profound and welcome. She had so much wanted to hear them that it didn't feel weird that night when Marianne made it seem like it was the very first without Iaralie. Caitlyn was too busy enjoying the reprieve from the crushing weight of the heavens on her shoulders. It was a moment of yes, at last, someone to help hold up the world. Someone I can pass this responsibility off to, and when the necromancer's arrived, that feeling grew. But now...

    Two nights was how long it took for that feeling of nausea that Caitlyn felt compelled her to take action. She didn't believe Goh, or so she told herself. But that night with Marianne made her so uncomfortable in the aftermath of Goh's accusation that she had to confirm one way or the other.

    Gossip was the natural fallout of living in close quarters with people. As much as the Chapel members loved to pretend they didn't fraternize with their ideological rivals, one need only listen and look to spot the lie. Cindi had a visit from a Moaning Myril; Jerimiah giggles when he sleeps, in two voices no less!

    Caitlyn's first few rounds of the rumor mill had ground out a whole handful of nothing. Sightings of higher-ups within the Church and Chapel together. A few broken sentences, misquoted and malformed after being passed around. Caitlyn followed up on these and ended up finding a pair of startled lovers doing their best to take to cramped passageways and shadowed halls. At worst, Caitlyn found couples necking, hands up shirts and down pants. Fingers laced through hair, ready to tug and pull. In such cases, Caitlyn surprised herself with how silent she could be as she scuttled away.

    The lack of progress was a source of consternation for Caitlyn. Still, she was creative and in possession of several new journals. Taking up a pink one with solid black stripes that she had been sure she would use, Caitlyn set to work. It took a few hours and several cups of coffee, but before the sun had set, her work was done. The notebook was filled with entries detailing an unspecified person's feelings on the past few days' proceedings. Caitlyn peppered the text with a preamble of banalities over a week leading up to Iaralie's vanishing. She made sure to scrub anything too personal or poetic about Her disappearance. The last entry made mention of a rendezvous between Marianne and a mystery man. Once finished, she dumped the journal in the dining hall at dinner time.

    Caitlyn picked out a pack of colleges she knew to be even more insatiable gossips than herself. Sometimes you had to put out into the world what you wanted to get out of it. Sometimes you had to let the wheel make its slow, pointed rounds so it could grind out all the shit until a fine grist was all that remained.

    "Did you hear that mommy dear has been ordering wine, like, fine ass wine, from the kitchen?" said Thom, a tall, lanky, plump boy who took perverse pleasure in gossip, books, and sweets.

    "Oh?" asked Caitlyn, a plumpy, cream-filled pastry squirreled away in her cheeks, "do tell."

    "That's it. Marianne's been getting good shit. I've always suspected she was a wine mom. You know this, Cait," replied Thom with a nonchalant shrug as he tossed back another mini pastry.

    Caitlyn looked at him, incredulously, "Come the fuck on, Thom. You wouldn't say anything if it was only that. You know, Mother dear likes to keep the rack stocked. And you know she keeps her favorite children there. Why mention it?"

    "Okay, Okay. You got me. I may have heard something. But I don't know that it's my place to say."

    Ah, the hook was in! Caitlyn leaned back in her chair, "Well, hey, I wouldn't want you to get yourself in trouble. If you can't say, I won't push."

    Thom chewed at the inside of his cheek, the pastries forgotten for the moment. He wrinkled his nose and creased his brow. He seemed to actually be wrestling with the ethics and philosophical implications of sharing his secret. Indeed, based on his expression, one might think that Thom was concerned about what it meant to have privileged information. Was it fair to know something but have no intention of contributing it, or anything else, back into the pool of human knowledge? Was it not unethical, all on its own, to privatize information or sell it off to only those who could afford it? Moving and challenging questions to be sure. Thankfully, for Caitlyn, Thom had long since made up his mind on the topic.

    "Well, I'm sure you can know. It should be fine."

    Caitlyn popped a mini pastry into her mouth in what she hoped was a dramatic way and said, raised eyebrow and everything, "Do tell."

    Thom, for his part, gave all the details and then some. In fact, if there was one thing about gossiping with Thom that tested the levels of Caitlyn's patience, it was his insistence to set the mood.

    This is what Thom had to say: "The storeroom is hella dark. Too dark to see, but what the eyes fail to find the hands and mouth can locate, albeit with less accuracy and more cold shudders. Though, of course, when one is accustomed to another's body, the groping becomes less exploratory and more playful, as it has become between myself and Matthew. Anyway, folks leave the storeroom alone more often than they should. My guess is that Matthew and I aren't the only ones that use it for pleasure. Or at the very least, whatever's kept there is so pointless that it'll be a statistical anomaly when we get caught.

    "Now, keep in mind as I tell you this next part, a storeroom is no place for edging. The appeal is in the danger, not in how precariously close one gets before splashing into the water. Fucking in a storeroom is a cannonball, which makes it annoying that this motherfucker told me to hurry it up! Mouth right around his dick, and he dares to say to me to make it happen now, like, now!

    "So I stop and ask what's got him so wound up. Now, Matthew is one that likes to keep his secrets, or so he says. I see that look on your face. Look, with me, it's all a game. I never plan to keep anything to myself. But Matthew, he really thinks he should keep some things private. A personality trait I find dull and worthy of constant teasing.

    "Enough of the right sort of teasing in the right places, and you can turn Matthew into a parrot. So, doing the work and getting my hands more than a little dirty, he tells me that we're getting a shipment of wine for mother dear. Fine, whatever. Doesn't explain why the hell he cares. He's unloaded wine for her, and it has always been expensive. He goes on to tell me that it isn't only about the wine. Matthew says that he overheard Marianne mentioning a 'he' and that 'appearances must be kept for him.' Now I know that she likes herself a bottle or three. What I didn't realize is that she also fucks, and I have no idea what to do with this information now that I have it."

    "Oh damn," gasped Caitlyn, a sinking feeling in her stomach.

    "That's not all, either. Matthew says he saw her talking to the guy. Or heard her talking to him anyway. He had come in early for his shift, a thing he likes to do for reasons beyond me. The only reason to be up so early is if you've been up. But he wants to get a jump on his day, have breakfast and some fresh coffee before setting out for the day. Anyway, he came in and heard some laughter, and I guess he thought it was, you know, a situation like mine and his and, little pervert, he decided to listen in.

    "He said he got in close and tried to listen, but all he heard was a low voice and Mother's laugh, you know the one. The affected one she puts on when she is trying to seem extra bougie. Turns out, the two of them were picking out a wine from the latest shipment, and they, as Matthew described, adjourned to his humble office for more intimate and private talks. Their words."

    Vertigo settled over Caitlyn, and all about her, the room seemed to be spinning, slow, but getting faster. Were it not for the fact Caitlyn was already milk-white, she would have seemed pale and pallid. There was a knot in her chest, no, a scribbled out picture of the world—a tangled mess of lines leading nowhere, obscuring what lies beneath, but not obliterating it. Caitlyn reached for a pastry and ate it without registering the taste. The food was not for pleasure but preservation now.

    "Did he see the guy she was with at all?" asked Caitlyn as she thumbed and licked the dots of cream that had escaped her mouth.

    "Not really.Once he realized who it was, Matthew got sheepish and hid. He saw their silhouettes and a flash of them. I guess he was ripped and tall and with sand-colored hair. No sense of fashion, Matthew's words. To be frank, it sounds like someone rather specific to me."

    Caitlyn wanted to puke. She wanted to do to Thom what she had done to Goh and walk off without a word or a glance back, but that wouldn't work. For one thing, Thom would follow her, either apologizing or begging for her silence or both. For another, she had enough wherewithal to know that it would be odd of her to walk away from gossip like this, a thing she has never done.

    Caitlyn told herself she couldn't be confident that what Thom reported—what Matthew had seen—was the Deacon, and even if it was, it didn't mean that Goh was right. Part of her mind tried to wrestle her from the anxiety of conspiracy. But, each time it entered into the ring, the memory of Marianne's resistance to her report on Iaralie's absence suplexed that part of her and left no doubt as to the truth. The way that Marianne had minimized, had been hesitant to call for the necromancer's even, sat wrong with Caitlyn. Marianne's reaction was a file without a home, the wrong color and size to fit with everything else she knew in the file cabinet of her mind. Caitlyn had thought she was the problem and that she was wrong. The issue had been a lack of equipment. She had a new filing cabinet now, a place to place the latest information and one that was in desperate need of filling.

    “I guess,” said Caitlyn, biting back bile, “that the rules don't apply when you're in charge.”

    Thom giggled, “Ain't that the truth.”

    The rest of Caitlyn's conversation with Thom was spent with her making light and easy jokes about his sex life. They speculated about what Marianne might get up to when she shared drinks with a man behind closed doors. It was a welcome distraction, and, as always, Thom's imagination was so full of filth that listening to him was like listening to raw sewage float by. By the time they were done, Caitlyn's face ached from laughter and glowed cherry red. But, as soon as the conversation ended, Caitlyn's mind turned back to the ghastly present.

    The night was young, the clinging light of the day holding onto Caitlyn, desperate not to be put to rest. The sky's pinkish color and the hum and buzz of mosquitoes flitting about in the air, congregating in clouds. Like little mobs that followed and bit and sucked at anyone that came within a few feet gave the world a surreal glamour. Caitlyn felt like she was walking through the pages of a storybook.

    Each part of the world painted and produced as soon as she went through it, and, in the same way, she could not see the shape of the manor from where she stood now, Caitlyn could not see the form of this thing she found herself a part of. She was lost in the thread, going from point to point, trying to get to the heart of a story was forced into. A part of her romanticized the idea: a conspiracy against God. She and an ideological rival must team up to save the dignity of their respective orders!  The part of Caitlyn that realized that these sorts of tales involved murder, dark revelations, and sacrifice gave her only mild anxiety.

    The thing that brought her down was the knowledge that this was a cage. Everywhere Caitlyn looked, she saw bars and, though she knew it wasn't his intention, she named Goh as her jailer. She had never asked to understand the world's machinations, never wanted to look into the inky crystal ball, which showcased her world's monsters. All Caitlyn wanted now was a return to ignorance, something she knew to be impossible.

    These were the thoughts that Caitlyn mulled over when she made it to Goh's door and knocked upon it. He answered promptly, opening the door a crack. Caitlyn could tell by the gravel-rough greetings that Goh gave upon seeing her that he had been weeping.

    "Tell me more. Tell me what we are to do about them stealing Iaralie," said Caitlyn.

    The door opened, and Caitlyn went in, and she and Goh discussed long into the night what their plan was. The talks were full of nonsense, an amalgam of ambitions and vitriol and despair about what they could do. Their conversation chased its own tail like a dog, jaws trying to snap shut on something that would, invariably, cause them both pain. And they went on like that, talking long into the night, tears of anger and sorrow staining their cheeks. When dawn crept upon them, they had settled on a course of action and propped one another up, each supplementing the other with courage and rage when they faltered. They were blacksmith and hammer, fire and furnace, shaping and sharpening and hardening each other despite pain and mystery.

    Goh was in the kitchen, scrubbing and drying dishes as fast as he could. The mountain next to him, which had a dangerous bend to it, would not get smaller for all his efforts. When he and Caitlyn had come up with this plan, he had not imagined himself in this position. For three days, Goh had been bullshitting his way through one arduous shift after another, all so that could be there at the Church's benefit dinner at the end of the week. The Chapel was better known for their parties and fundraisers, no doubt, thanks to Marianne's hedonist bend. Elon's events were better known for good food and polite conversation than great stories. This particular event would be no exception. This was a fundraiser for the Lost Miners Fund, established to aid miners' families who had died in collapses.  The Deacon would be there, of course. Still, the person of more interest was Will Bellringer, the Church's public relations manager.

    Neither Caitlyn nor Goh had any proof that Will knew anything about Iaralie. Still, Caitlyn theorized that Marianne and Elon would need allies in something as grandiose as abducting God.

    "Enough dishes," he yelled, "We need you on prep; lunch is in a few hours."

    "Yes, Chef!" shouted Goh, who rinsed the dish he had in his hand then scurried back to his station. Vegetables were waiting for him and the station leader, a lush everyone called Madlib, glared at Goh upon his approach.

    "Took you long enough. Now hurry it up. I need all this shit up and in the stockpot now," said Madlib. He got into Goh's face, sticking his bulbous nose, which looked to Goh a bit like cauliflower, close enough that he could count the bumps.

    With a grunt, Goh got to work. He had learned not to ask how the station leader or chef Staltz wanted things done. They would either tell him in explicit detail as he was starting or expect him to know what he was doing. Cutting veg for soup fell into the latter category. So Goh summoned up every way he had seen vegetables cut in soup and picked the more common of them.

    Over the past three days, Goh had nicked, burned, scrapped, and sliced each of his digits at least once. His hand was more bandage than flesh, which Caitlyn had first expressed worry over but not teased him. In the beginning, Goh felt self-conscious and embarrassed, but now he took pride in the burns and bruises he had collected. He felt like they were marks that proved he was being forged into something new, hammered into a unique shape. Staltz's militant view of kitchen life confirmed this feeling for Goh.

    "Once you're in the kitchen," the head chef was fond of saying with a cruel sneer, "You make your bed there, and only leave to shit or piss."

    Staltz was not a particularly clever or kind man, Goh learned, nor faithful. But like all the cooks that worked under him, he was delicate with his touch. When handling a knife, he possessed finesse and donned such a thoughtful and focused expression when he tasted a dish that Goh could not help but like him. In fact, it was hard to dislike any of the kitchen staff, loud and rude, and blasphemous as they all tended to be.

    They were all creative and hardworking, and, in them, Goh saw a kind of reverence like what he and Caitlyn felt for Iaralie. A love and respect for food and flavor, for spice and fire that Goh thought strange at first. But the longer he spent with them, the more he understood the source of that reverence. Goh had given his soul to the divine, along with his heart and mind. All these people had done the same, even if their divine was temporary, transient.

    At night, when he and Caitlyn would get together, Goh would speak at length about this. Their chats had become more idol and friendly, their relationship deepening with haste.

    "Seems like you've found yourself a calling," said Caitlyn with a smile.

    Goh rolled his head around, doing his best to loosen up the stiffness that had settled into his neck and shoulders, "My mortal one, maybe. But my divine duty is to serve Iaralie."

    Caitlyn rested her hands on his shoulders and began working out the knots. This small intimacy always made Goh smile, even as his face flushed. "Maybe they're one and the same? What's the difference between–relax, tightening up won't help, I don't care if it hurts–serving in the mines and in the kitchen? Why couldn't you use the resolve Iaralie is supposed to impart on you to create and craft food with fire and heat and sweat?"

    Goh grunted and squinted his eyes.  He had to remind himself not to bunch up to keep Caitlyn from smacking him. "What good is there to do in the kitchen? Those that work in the mines work to build a home for us. Those who work in the clergy work to help others understand the world through the word of God; those are tangible, solid. No matter how good a plate of food might be, the only function it serves is to fill a person up and keep them from dying. And you can do that without any special ingredients or strong flavors."

    Caitlyn worked her hands up from Goh's neck and started to massage his temples and giggled at the audible sigh of relief, "True, but where's the fun in that? That's like saying you can give yourself over to God without giving over your experiences and your thoughts and all your personality to Her. It takes a little more to be devout, same as it takes a bit more to make an experience out of a meal."

    Goh grunted but otherwise said nothing, and so Caitlyn went on, as she often would when it came to food, "And experiences are how people bond, right? So serving through serving (haha, solid pun me) is a way to bring people together. To get them talking. To open the door for Iaralie to come into them. Once we find Her, that is."

    Goh ignored Caitlyn's reference to Iaralie as "Her," though it bothered him. He had had more than enough arguments with Joanne when they were studying to fill a lifetime. There was no need for him to hurl any more rocks at the house of another's beliefs. Instead, Goh said, "I guess you're right. Perhaps I need to broaden my idea of what serving Iaralie can include, what it can mean."

    "You are most welcome to this insight from my profound and enviable intellect," said Caitlyn with a smirk.

    


    Staltz stomped into the middle of the kitchen, wrinkled paper in hand. No-one stopped what they were doing, and less than half the people at work turned to look at the chef. Instead, they worked around him, dodging around the man with all the grace of a trained dancer. The only acknowledgment of Staltz's existence was the occasional cry of hot or sharp or behind that came as cooks sneaked by with pots, pans, and knives.

    "Alright, you daft cunts," shouted Staltz, his accent thick and rough as cement, "here are the orders I've got for you. Jeremy, Goh, Jackson, Debrah, Coleson, and Khanh. You lot are all new, so you get to serve."

    "Yes, Chef!" the six resounded, only a little of their collective disappointment audible.

    "Don't go calling out sick now because I'll know why. Front of house duties go to newbies is the motto we use here. Now, on we go, let's see..." Staltz continued calling out names and stations, but Goh ignored them. He had gotten what he wanted and was, well, happy wasn't the word, but Goh recognized that he needed to be a server. If Caitlyn's theory was right, then he would have to keep Elon in his sights the whole event.

    The Church of Iron owned some land that the Deacon insisted upon using, much to the irritation of Staltz. It wasn't all that far from the manor, a twenty-minute electric carriage ride. It required the chef to undershoot his food so that it might finish off in the hotbox.

    Additionally, the blistering summer heat made it downright miserable to haul the damnable things, let alone be in and out of them. In Staltz's eyes, it was abusive not only to him but his staff, and it was his job alone to put the team through hell. This dissatisfaction would have to be reflected in the final cost of the event. The Church had paid him well enough for a dine-in event, but catering prices were different, or at least he would insist that they were. And who would be brave enough to disagree with a large man holding a sharp knife about money?

    Goh, on the other hand, didn't mind using the Church's land. He had fond memories of working at community outreach events. Often things that involved children, either feeding them good food, teaching them the good word, or helping them learn to read and write. Perido was a cruel place to live if you were unable to read or write. There were plenty of bastards out there looking to take advantage of the meek. And even that was better than Baltoya, where people might sell themselves into the Zombie Trade for anywhere from five to twenty years.

    The land itself was beautiful, an open field with all sorts of different flowers, most of which died within a few weeks of bloom. Some trees dotted the land as well, providing much-needed shade. Blissfully, the long witch wood table sat under an extended vaulted canopy of branches. It was an astounding twenty degrees cooler. If only the table could be closer to the water it was overlooking. The earthy, musty smell of the little lake wafting over them, the cool kiss of its breath. When Goh shut his eyes and imagined that, it almost made the monkey-suit he had to wear less awful.

    The reality, however, proved disappointing. The brief liaisons with the shade as Goh served the food would have to do.

    However, this was not an outreach event, instead resembling a board meeting: the rich and powerful that attended mass and their immediate family. The biggest donors sat closest to Elon. Justine Franks, Karl Paulson, Johana Moore, Kim O, and several others whose names Goh could not remember. At Elon's right was Will Bellringer, a large muscular man with ochre skin, who looked Elon's match in all but one way; Will had a keen eye for fashion.

    Will had on a grey shirt, over which he wore a blazer of crepe color with matching slacks. He had buttoned the blazer in the middle part and wore a shiny silver tie. From his ears dangled two ingots, unwrought to look drab and earthy. People teased Will about his comparative extravagance, often letting it slip that he looked like he fit in better with the Chapel than the Church. He always laughed it off, though, being a man of good humor.

    "Oh, believe me. I am enthralled by the philosophy of His Sturdiness. The lifestyle, however, leaves much to be desired. Besides, I'm supposed to be more approachable, and dusty old robes don't exactly scream, hey, come and have a latte with me," Goh remembered Will saying.

    Goh had never worked out how tailored outfits made a person more approachable, but it seemed to work well enough for Will. And, for that matter, the Chapel as well.

    A bell chimed on languidly, and the few people who were standing or milling about took their cue and found their seats. Goh wasted no time and scurried off to the kitchen. He had a job to do, and he needed to blend in with the rest of the kitchen staff. It was not lost on the acolyte that Elon or Will might recognize him, but he did his best to push the thought down. The private pounding of his heart and tightness in his chest told him that he was not doing a good job. The shakiness of his hands told everyone else he was going to lose his shit and drop a plate.

    "You. Here," shouted the chef de cuisine, a man named Teddy, while pointing at Goh.

    When Goh came over to him, Teddy already had a glass sitting down in front of him, liquid the color of a sea at storm in it. Goh eyed the glass, and then Teddy, unsure and too dumb to read the wide-eyed gaze the chef had affixed him with.

    "Take that," Teddy whispered, not unkindly, "and gulp it down. Don't try to taste it. It's a kitchen brew and will taste like dishwater and piss."

    Goh frowned, "That doesn't sound appealing. And should I be drinking on the job? Won't Staltz be furious?"

    Teddy laughed so loud that everyone in the kitchen looked his way, "Staltz will be sufficiently less pissed at you having a drink than dropping a plate. Now, toss this one back, and I'll give you a second glass of the stuff. It should help still your hands."

    Goh did as he was told and drank the booze in one gulp. The bitter taste caused him to gag, but the warmth that spread through his chest was pleasing enough. Teddy laughed again as he set down the second shot glass and watched Goh drink it down, this time with less exaggeration.

    "Good man. By the time we've passed you a plate, your thoughts will be a bit slippery. My advice, let them slide out of your grasp and allow instinct to take over out there," said Teddy.

    Goh nodded, and both went to turn, but as soon as the chef was out of Goh's sight, Teddy turned, slammed a hand atop the table, and shouted, "wait!" Goh froze in place and waited for Teddy to say more.

    "You should chew on some mint leaves. Go grab two or three; they should be in a marked bin. We'll be in the shit someone you're serving smells booze on you," said Teddy, letting Goh know he was free to go when he turned away and accosted someone else with a shout.

    "Hey, stop holding your cocks about and get the salads out there!" Staltz shouted, addressing the entirety of the waitstaff. With the knowledge in mind that should Staltz see him so far from his station, standing around and looking lost, Goh scurried off to where the salads waited. He grabbed a handful of mint leaves along the way, ripping them from their stems and stuffing them into his mouth. Goh made sure not to be seen chewing on anything when he grabbed a plate and to swallow the bundle of herbs in his mouth before he even made it to the first table.

     

    
     

    THE SERVICE WENT ON smoothly enough. After the salads had sat around for fifteen minutes, the dishes were cleared and drinks refilled. The main course came next with roasted purple potatoes with salt, pepper, and sage butter drizzled over the top. Seared strip steaks marinated in sesame oil and ginger, and green beans sauteed in garlic and finished with soy sauce. After the last plate touched down, Staltz called for his staff to take a break and grab themselves a bite of whatever was left. The whole kitchen went at it, taking, at first, small plates worth, scarfing them down without tasting. Conversation followed, the usual background noise about the blistering heat and the private fuck-ups of the service. Only Goh ignored the food. He gulped down water with fervor, trying to replenish the liquids he had soaked his clothes with and assuage the headache that pulsed behind his eyes.

    From his vantage, Goh could see the distant figures of Elon and Will. He had tried to overhear their conversations while serving. But had only managed to catch a promise to talk about something after dinner. Goh had remained hopeful that the pair might drop more hints, but no such luck. The day's frustration and heat made great mates and so compounded Goh's migraine and nausea. The only hope left to Goh was that he might be able to sneak away and eavesdrop on Will and Elon's conversation.

    "Alright. Break time is up. Go and clear the tables, and let's pack it in," said Staltz.

    Everyone shuffled off, sluggish now that they had eaten and the cortisol had dissipated. The more seasoned chefs stumbled and limped as they walked, the pain they had forgotten or suppressed making itself known. Goh beelined toward Will and Elon, who were standing now and stretching. Will patted his stomach in the universal sign for, I am stuffed and ready for a nap. It was evident by the pair's body language that they, like their guests, were preparing to walk off.  Goh wanted to bolt after them, but doing that would guarantee that they noticed him and likely recognized him. So, he suppressed the urge to run, stifled the desire to be the first to arrive at the table, and watched as Elon and Will began their walk away.

    Anxiety gripped Goh hard and pulled.  What nausea he felt before was multiplied, and his stomach clenched and tightened. There was no question about it; Goh was going to vomit.

    "Hey, Deb," said Goh, weak, vision swimming, "I am absolutely about to puke."

    "Oh, shit," said Deb, who stepped away from Goh.

    "I'm going to run off and do that," said Goh, running off before he got a response to find a tree, and that was, not so coincidentally, in the general direction of Elon and Will's path.

    Goh made it a reasonable distance before expelling everything in his stomach. It was almost entirely water and bile. Goh could not say he was grateful for, considering the ease with which some bitterness filled his nostrils. Behind him, his coworkers gathered armfuls of dishes. They danced around some patrons that insisted on being in the way while they chatted. Goh's face twisted in involuntary guilt as he looked toward Elon and Will, who were becoming less and less distinct. He hesitated for a moment, less out of real indecision and more out of some odd sense of respect.

    Then, Goh was off, leaving his friends and his sick behind him. In the back of his head, he heard the threats and shouting of Staltz, under which he would be sure to cower. Goh stuffed those thoughts and the anxieties down, pushing them to the cellar of his soul. And darted from tree to tree, shrubbery to shrubbery, doing his best to imitate what he thought spies and constables did.

    The bit of shrubbery that Goh found near his targets was a shaggy old thing that didn't so much obscure him as to make him look like a patchwork man. Rather than crouch behind it in a vain attempt to hide, Goh lounged, quietly positioning himself, so he was lying on his stomach. His calves and feet, which ached, pulsated and screamed violent and bloody protest, thanked him. Thus situated in as comfortable a position as one can be with their face nestled up against branches and leaves and the minutiae of insects going about their business, Goh listened.

    "What has your team come up with?" asked Elon.

    "Giving the credit to the necromancer's is out. We don't want folks believing in them with our work a footnote."

    "No, that wouldn't do. What are you planning to do, convince the public of incompetence?"

    "Not exactly. We're thinking of a joint commission between your Church and the Chapel. You and Marianne announce that you are putting your differences behind you in this unprecedented crisis. Given a few weeks, we're thinking around three, and some public gestures from the both of you, and the public should start taking it seriously. At that point, we can have our fellows in this endeavor release Iaralie under specific restrictions."

    "Living together here at the manor could serve to illustrate the seriousness of our union," said Elon.

    "Yes. A few joint sermons wouldn't hurt us either. We can brand this place as a compound for the faithful. We could even start calling the joint congregation something like Iaralie's Children. We could put it on the two to discover his disappearance, what were their names? Caitlyn and...?"

    "Goh. Yes. That would be ideal. Everyone loves a story of youth finding a way to come together in times of need. Moving past the hesitations and traditions of the old order and creating something new."

    Will smiled, "Perfect. We will get in touch with reporters from all the large publications and drop a few hints. Get the press stirred up and let them and the public stew in the speculation. Then, a few days from now, we'll announce."

    "How do you plan to keep the necromancers from finding Him first? With such a long timeline, surely they'll manage to cock it up," asked Elon.

    "No need for you to worry, Deacon. We have a team working on that. Don't ask me any details, please; the less you know on this front, the better," said Will.

    "Of course. Of course. I appreciate your help in this, Will," said Elon as he gripped his comrade's arm.

    Will turned so that he was out of Goh's line of sight and said something that he could not hear. Then, he leaned forward and planted a kiss right off to the side of Elon's mouth. When Will pulled away, Goh could see that the Deacon had turned the color of a strawberry. There was a boyish quality to his face that Goh had never seen, one which he could not help but find charming. Will squeezed Elon's arm and led the man away. Goh watched as Elon leaned up against Will and, once the pair had turned to indistinct shapes, he scrambled to his feet.

    Everything Goh had heard confirmed his worst suspicions. The knowledge hurt his head and his heart, and now Goh needed the reprieve of Staltz's mindless work so he could digest. So he could think about what to do next. So he could keep from screaming as he plummeted ever further into the abyss, no end, no bottoming out, insight.

    


    Emma was sick of waiting on Goh. It had been more than a handful of days since he had visited her, and in all that time, she had done precisely nothing. Well, not nothing. Emma had spent time learning more about the history of the Church and Chapel and the different philosophical views of Iaralie. There was, in her estimation, a fair amount of appeal to both sides. The critical differences between Chapel and Church being a thin line, in Emma's view.

    The Chapel of steam and smoke was adaptive, ever-changing. Despite their name, the symbol most associated with the Chapel was the humble willow. A tree capable of withstanding a storm as it was willing to bend to the force of the winds and rain.

    Of course, the Church of iron was the foil to the Chapel. The name was appropriate in that it best encompassed the cold and stubborn nature of the Church. Throughout the years, a pattern emerged of the Church sticking to traditions with dogged determination. One instance of such was when the Church had refused to allow the city leaders of Perido to tear down monuments of prophets and scholars from long ago. The scholars in question had held beliefs that were outdated and rather gross. It was the Matriarch of the day, Phueng Seatang, who had suggested that such monuments were unsightly in the modern era.

    At the time, the Deacon of the Church, Kendric Pierce, had been quoted as shouting, "Shall we tear down all that offends us? Should we forget our roots only because some may be bitter or rotten?"

    In a move of pure pettiness that Emma could not help but respect, Matriarch Phueng had taken to the papers. She was quoted as saying, "My rival in the Church misses the point and has a distinct lack of tact and ability.  Indeed, we might imagine that his objections are convincing if he knew how to turn a phrase or craft a decent metaphor."

    Phueng's published and public response was such an "oh, shit," moment that, to keep their monuments standing, members of the Church had to chain themselves to them.

    Deacon Kendric tried to spin these actions as a demonstration of faith and strength in the face of adversity. He was unsuccessful, and the monuments were eventually torn down, and the Church was considered fanatical. At least, until the Chapel was criticized for its love of lavish parties and proclamations in the name of the poor, hungry, and broken while doing very little to aid those they claimed to love.

    Meanwhile, for all its faults, the Church rose to prominence as an example of good praxis. The acolytes of iron and the Church, in general, were well known for their hands-on approach; the increase in literacy among the underclass in Perido was linked to the Church of iron's efforts. A link between increased literacy and wage growth was drawn in a shrewd move on the part of the Church. While it was confirmed that better education led to a better workforce, the truth laid more in unionists' efforts of the time. Oddly enough, a disdain for unionists was one of two things that united the Church and Chapel.

    The second was a hatred for druids and their movement for more environmental responsibility. The amount of literature on this particular section of Perido's history was considerable. What little Emma had read did not leave her feeling qualified enough to make any judgments. However, the grounds outside the manor, where the haze of years of pollution hung in the air and obscured the city, rounding out its sharper-edged, turning fuzzy its smooth surfaces. Where the stars in the sky were blanketed, and the rays of the sun struggled to penetrate the dense fog of smoke, soot, chemicals, made Emma believe that the druids and their disciples were right. There was a problem, and fifty years ago, it seemed abstract, one hundred years before that, impossible, now it was an explicit part of reality.

    It was all rather engrossing to Emma, though, at the moment, it was all also useless. A few times now, she had seen Lyceum drifting through the halls, and every time Emma saw her master, she ducked away. It was often as simple as turning down a branching path in the halls or spinning around and marching back the way she had come from. A few times, however, it seemed to Emma that Lyceum was trying to corner her. The elder lich never called out to her, but she would appear in her path, suddenly coming from the left after Emma had picked a new direction. And when she spun around and got a few feet away, there she was again, about to head her off!

    Once, Emma had been forced to work a bit of magic and form a door where none existed. Such spells were among her least favorite to cast. Despite the coursework she had done at university, Emma had never been able to get over the nausea that came with walking through shadows. Always, she lurched, and about fifty percent of the time, she would expel the contents of her stomach. Needless to say, it irritated the piss out of Emma to be chased around by her master in what, she was confident, was meant to be a joke at her expense.

    So here she was now. Stuck in her room, twiddling her fingers and creating ghastly plays with the shadows in the twilight hours. Was this the glamour and glory she had dreamed of? Was this all she was suitable for, relying on the efforts of less trained, arcane-ignorant folks? Piss on all that!

    Iaralie was missing, and Emma had exactly zero leads regarding God's whereabouts, but that did not mean she had no ideas. There was the Market of Perido, the Iron City's particular branch—no, not branch. The fruit of the mycelium was more accurate. Emma could go there and find anything she needed. Soulmate, ancient secrets and lost arts of her trade. She could buy herself a new face, a new body, a new brain. Hell's bells, Emma thought, I could probably trade in this shitty personality of mine for one marginally less shitty. If I'm willing to pay the right price, that is.

    That was the rub. There was a price when one interacted with the various sprouts of the Market. Of course, there would be, by the very definition of the thing. But the Market was hungry for more than spare silver and white iron. Emma had read a fair number of texts on the subject of the Market, and there was little agreement about its origins in any of them. Throughout history, there had been traces of it, individual tales and experiences that seemed unrelated until looked at all together. The wandering merchant with their strange bag of marvels and peculiarities. Old misers in decrepit manors with cabinets of curiosity, all for the taking or inheriting, if specific requirements were met. The Market was the horrible chimera of all those archetypes, amplified, and made tangible.

    In most of the histories that Emma had read, the blame for that materialization fell onto the people of Baltoya. Thievery ran rampant there and always had. It was an island state singularly responsible for much of the more unseemly practices of the world. Black alchemy and the Zombie debt program, and the Zombie trade are some of the more pernicious and widespread. The truth or falsehood of such claims was well beyond Emma, though she did feel that laying the blame on a particular group was more than a little wrongheaded.

    All the conjecture didn't change much, though. Folks used the Market for a myriad of reasons, and it grew stranger and stronger each passing quarter. And it didn't change what Emma had to do. She needed to get in touch with Salvador and brave the stalls, sellers, and prices of the Market.

    


    The Dripping Bucket was located not far from where ships came into port. There was not much around it, a few squat and nondescript buildings. Emma was unable to tell from looking at them if they were still in use or if they were only a collection of rotting wood and rusting metal. A few other bars dotted the row of the dock, some of which were boarded up and abandoned, and others looked one missed payment away from foreclosure. This was the place the Captain had said he would be and all there was to do was go inside and wait.

    The Dripping Bucket itself was not the only establishment bearing that name in the city. Upon seeing the font that stylized it, Emma remembered that there had been one off-campus during her school years. The Dripping Bucket of Emma's youthful semesters was a place of micro-brews and limp folk performances. This location was a different beast, denoted by the additional moniker Dockside.

    When Emma went in, she saw nothing. The lights were dim, casting more shadow than they banished. The hearth, blackened, smoldered in the far corner where a group of penumbra sat. And umbra danced and writhed around them, embracing them, racking their hands across chest and face in a mesmerizing dance...

    It was with great effort that Emma ripped her eyes away from the sight. When she did, she felt dizzy as her senses came back, smacking her down as they returned home. With them came clarity of view, and, suddenly, the room didn't seem so dark. Everything was still cloaked in a shadowy haze, but Emma could make out features and figures now.

    She could tell that there was more to the Dripping Bucket than the front, which was a simple bar. There were two doors, one behind the bar that people came in and out of and that Emma saw lead down into obscurity. She could tell that the people that came out of that door were satisfied. They smirked to themselves, sometimes covered in red-lipstick (or so she assumed) and deep scratches down their backs, across the chest. One person dressed in a flowery, flowing, beautiful pastel skirt and not much else came out with perfect circles around their nipples that were a deep and stunning purple. Emma suspected what they had been after down there; a little blood-letting and tasting were always popular.

    She had taken advantage of such secret activities while at University. Sneaking down into dark maintenance rooms where she and her co-conspirators lit candles, drank shitty wine, and drew blood from each other with their mouths. The other uses of Necromancy had become plain to her then. How you could tease by whispering to blood, how you could make the healing of flesh an ecstasy unto itself.

    Good memories that were reserved for night time and off the company dime.

    Emma noted the other door, having pulled her mind out of the gutter and decided she was too shy to ask the person with purple nipples about their skirt. Let's be real, Emma rationalized, your dream self wants it, but your authentic self wouldn't have the confidence to wear it out.

    So, the other door. Something about it made her uneasy. When it opened, Emma felt her whole body tense, and a ringing would begin in her ears when she stared into it for more than a moment or two.

    This wasn't, Emma thought, a place to turn the mind off and drift dreamily away like the wisps of steam from a fresh latte. It was a place to get lost in the corridors of pleasure and avarice, be disassembled or devoured and pieced back together or digested and turned into something else. Because what better thing to do after facing the existential terror of the sea than lose oneself in a cacophony of physical sensations, some of profound pleasure and others of great pain.

    Thankfully, seated in a predictable spot near the bar, several mugs of drained ale and a bottle of whiskey before him, Emma spotted Salvador. There were several men about him, standing though the Captain himself remained sitting. Salvador seemed to be saying something to the gang of men, though Emma could only guess what that was. Though, by the looks of things, the men did not like hearing it.

    One of the men pounded on the table and proclaimed, rather loudly, "You fucking rake. I'll have your balls replace your eyes."

    None turned to look at the commotion, and Emma guessed that such outbursts were commonplace. Captain Salvador did not react much either, aside from a shrug. He gulped down his whiskey, an act that infuriated the shouting man to such an extent that he ripped the bottle from the Captain's hand and flung it against the adjacent wall. This drew the room's attention, if for but a moment, and had the effect of making Salvador stand.

    Emma pushed her way through the crowd of people that stood between her and Captain Salvador. She elbowed and shoved those either too oblivious or drunk to get out of the way. As she went, she worked some magic, saying to herself, "twirl, twirl, round the finger. Snap, snap, break the wheel. Seasons past, seasons gone, make me young, make me sweet."

    Now, standing before the gang of men appeared a small child, tugging at the sleeve of Captain Salvador. They looked at her in fury and undisguised disgust, and the Captain, glancing down, gasped out,

    "Emma?" It was a question as much as a statement. The features were her's, but younger. She wore a child's face now, precocious with a cruel twist of the mouth signature to eleven-year-olds.

    "Dad," she said, in a sing-song, saccharine voice, "come home."

    "What are you doing here? Salvador responded.

    "Your crew told me you were here," Emma lied, "They tried to catch me, but I slipped past them. And when one did grab me, I bit or kicked them; that's what I did. You said you'd come home and spend time with me."

    To Salvador, she spoke nonsense, and it was only with a subtle nod that he saw the men that had, moments ago, planned to attack him had softened some.

    He looked pleadingly at them, "Listen. I know you gentlemen have a score to settle with me and all. But perhaps another time? I've not seen my little one in ages and," he paused here, gesticulating, "I'm all she has since her mother passed from coal lung."

    The man who had shouted, who had flung the bottle, let his shoulders slump, and Emma smiled. What sort of monster would dare to kill a man in front of his child? Pirate, sailor or any combination of the two, it was too uncouth, too dishonorable a thing to do.

    The man grunted and muttered something under his breath before taking his compatriots with him. When they were well and gone,

    Salvador grabbed hold of Emma by the scruff of her tunic and, through grit teeth, hissed, "Why don't we talk outside, my girl?"

    Outside, in the city's narrow alleys, Captain Salvador loomed over Emma Elric, his great figure casting a shadow over her. The young necromancer felt a knot of fear tighten in her stomach as she undid her spell. There in the dark streets, Emma felt powerless and vulnerable. She remembered the sword that Salvador kept strapped to his back. Her mind could not help but imagine a spot he might place a fragment of her skull.

    "Be aware, little Emma," began Salvador, his voice tight, "that my restraint at this moment is contingent on being employed by your firm, and it will only get you so far. I hope that you have a good reason for intervening in there and making me play the fool or else look the coward."

    Emma opened her mouth and squeaked, voice failing her for a moment, before saying, "Well, I figured that it'd be easier to talk to you and have you escort me if you weren't wanted for murder."

    Captain Salvador cocked his head and chewed at the inside of his cheek, "Fair enough, child. I'll give you a pass this once. For clear and clever thinking. Now, where do you need me to escort you?"

    "Into the Market."

    "Well, God's Damn. Aren't you as brave and stupid as you are smart," Salvador said with a laugh.

    Emma shrugged, "Where better to find information on a missing God?"

    "I don't know about finding so much as buying. Are you sure you can foot the bill?" asked Salvador.

    "That will be for me to work out. I only need someone to make sure I'm not extorted and, if things go sideways, I can cut my way out," said Emma.

    "Aye. Well, I suppose I am getting paid for my expertise. Being a general thug and terror falls under that category," said Salvador.

    With that, the pair were off to the Market. Emma felt her hands go clammy and did her best to resist the pull to turn around and walk back to her room at the manor. She glanced up at Captain Salvador and used him as an anchor. This man, hard and cruel and forever stinking of booze and the sea, would laugh at her. Maybe not out loud, but he would always think of her as a child with no backbone. He might even tell Lyceum, who would politely dismiss her service, Emma was sure. And it was precisely this sort of toxic thought-spiral that drove Emma forward. If she wouldn't do it for herself, she could do it to maintain her image.

    


    Emma and Salvador walked into the chaotic heart of the Market and were assailed by busy, hungry people. There was tension in the air, and, from the way the Captain hunched his shoulders and furrowed his brow, Emma could see that he felt it too. It was not unsurprising that Salvador felt the push and pull of the Market. Everyone was susceptible to the anxiety the swaying swarths of people created. There was a taste to the air, something that whetted the appetite and set drumming in a person's mind. Or, that was how Emma experienced it at least, A rhythm that propelled her toward the humble stalls and monolithic department stores alike.

    Emma did her best to focus on the crowd. If she got too wrapped up in her wants and needs, then she feared she would be lost. Besides, she figured that she could get a sense of where more obscure and immaterial things might be by people watching. For the most part, the people Emma spied were adorned in finery. Rich silks, dyed in the latest fashion or in anticipation of some future trend. Jewelry that threatened the sun and was so over-encumbered by diamonds or pearls as to be impractical.

    Less mundane varieties passed by as well, all illegal in any setting, but all the more enticing for it. Beaded bracelets with screaming red and purple skulls said to whisper dark tidings to the wearer. There were strangers' items, necklaces of polished glass darker than the night sky, and slick as a lake frozen in the dead of winter. Emma didn't know anything about such pieces and had no time or desire to find out more.

    For a long time, Emma and Salvador walked through the Market streets. On occasion, Emma would stop and stare at a stall or a building, appearing as though she were contemplating it.

    This, of course, was a falsehood. She had zero ideas about where to go or what she was looking for. The buildings had signs that broadly described what might be inside. Some were straightforward, jewelry, fine food, wine, spices, while others were more on the immaterial side of things. Fame, love, a personality store as Emma reckoned there'd be. The stalls were no easier to parse. While they had their items or shopkeepers at the forefront were as obscure or uncanny as anything she had ever come across.

    Emma sucked at the insides of her cheek, unsure about what to do next. Getting to the Market was simple, but finding the right stall was impossible for someone who had never been here.

    "What's the plan, little Emma?" asked Salvador as she looked at her third set of stalls.

    Chewing on her bottom lip, Emma mumbled, "I suppose we go stall to stall until we find an information broker."

    "Oh, yes. I imagine that there is only a single person in this, the physical manifestation of human and inhuman desire," Salvador said with excess snark.

    "Yes, and being a snarky asshole about it is very helpful, thanks," Emma replied with real venom.

    Salvador chuckled, "No need to get so mean, little Emma. I'm certain we will find what or who we need quickly enough."

    "Emma?" called a voice distantly familiar to the young necromancer.

    Looking toward the call's origin, Emma saw a person about her age, though shorter and rounder. They were a similar shade of brown to Emma and wore loose-fitting clothes of bright orange and yellow. For a few panic-inducing seconds, Emma flailed mentally as she tried to recall the name of the person approaching her and Salvador. A list of names and faces flitted by in her mind before landing on the correct pairing.

    Marcia Eco. They had shared a homeroom during the first two years at Those That Work in the Shadows. Interested in, oh, what was it Poetry?

    "I haven't seen you, gosh, since our second year," said Marcia.

    "You're right. We didn't see much of each other after we started in our specialization. Not much overlap between poetry and Classical Necromancy," said Emma.

    Marcia laughed, "Not much at all. But, tell me, what are you doing here?" Marcia's eyes flicked up to Salvador, who loomed over them both, eyes cold as stone and a smile crooked as a fox's grin. "Stuff with him?"

    Emma blushed and said, "No, He's my escort. He is being held on retainer with the firm I work for. Captain Salazaar Salvador, meet Marcia Eco. We are old classmates."

    Salvador inclined his head, flashing his teeth, to which Marcia said, "Charmed. And too bad for you, Emma. He seems like a fun one."

    Emma shrugged, "I wouldn't know. Not my type. Not when it comes to men, anyway."

    Marcia giggled, "Fair enough then. But that doesn't answer my question, Emma Elric."

    "It does not. Well, here's the deal. I work for a firm like I said. A big one. Abelworth, Cain, and Lyceum," said Emma.

    The trio walked through the streets now, Marcia in the lead. They weaved past pedestrians and skillfully avoided congregations of shoppers. Emma followed, headless, while Salvador glanced about, noting the haggard shops with decrepit shopkeepers. The more they wondered, the less they saw of the large department store and, the less they heard the chatter and general noise of the public. A sense of dread settled into Salvador's stomach as Emma and Marcia continued their talk, the feeling of spotting an enemy ship in the distance.

    The knowledge of horrors and hardship to come weighed upon him and Salvador was grateful for the weight of the sword on his back.

    "Holy hot damn! Congrats, Emma! To land such a big gig out of university! I am, literally, green with envy." Marcia twirled her fingers, a half-smile upon her face, and briefly changed her skin to match her words.

    Emma smiled, "Thank you. I would love to take this opportunity to brag, but I'm as surprised as you are to this day."

    Marcia rolled her eyes, "Please, Em. Modesty has never been a good fit for you."

    "Maybe. But, I'm on my first assignment, and I've already hit a wall," Emma said with a shrug, "We are here for Iaralie. Perido's God. They've gone missing."

    "That sums up what you're doing milling about Market streets," said Marcia.

    Emma sighed, "Yeah. I'm hunting for a lead. Or shopping for one, I guess?"

    Marcia gave an unconvincing chuckle before coming to a sudden stop. The trio was in front of a tent that blocked off an alleyway. It was dark inside the tent, and there was no one on the street, save for Emma, Marcia, and Salvador. For the first time, Emma noticed how quiet it was, the everyday commotion of sidewalks and alleyways gone. The hollow sound of dead downtowns, deserted high streets, and ghostly shopping districts was in its place.

    "Where are we?" asked Emma.

    "In front of my shop," said Marcia, who was now standing in front of the opening to her tent. Marcia held open a single flap; darkness lay behind it, solid and impenetrable.

    "Your shop?" asked Emma.

    At the same time, Salvador said, "Oh, fuck's sake."

    Emma glanced up at him, and the Captain spat out, "This has all been the preamble to a sales pitch."

    "No!" exclaimed Emma, looking back at Marcia, who smiled and shrugged.

    "A gals got to make rent, Emma. I'm sorry to do it to you, but I had to. You were so lost and innocent."

    "Is that what justifies it for you?" snapped Emma.

    Another shrug followed, and Marcia said, "Kind of? What do you want me to say? That I lose sleep overdoing this? I don't. Poetry doesn't give me a bed or feed me. This does."

    Emma rolled her eyes, putting her whole head into it to show how annoying she found such rhetoric.

    "Look, we can argue about this if you want, but the truth is, I wouldn't have walked you all the way to my shop if I didn't have something to sell you. So, why don't we get to business instead?" said Marcia.

    Emma gnawed at the inside of her cheek. She wanted to argue the point and tell Marcia she was cruel, wrong-headed, and a bit of a bitch. But, then, Emma supposed it was a mote point. Her former classmate had made her ideological justifications, and, further, she had a job to do. Hard as it was to swallow down her objections, Emma knew she had to play by the rules of the Market. For now, she reminded herself in a way not dissimilar to prayer, you obey those rules only for now.

    "What can you do for me, Marcia?" asked Emma, cutting the warmth she had had from her voice.

    Marcia cracked a smile, wicked and dark and foreboding as a moonless night out at sea. "I can tell you where to find your missing God."

    Emma struggled for words to say for so long that Salvador eventually felt he had to speak up. "How do you know where to find what Emma is looking for?"

    "Ah, well. Someone has to keep track of the gossip and rumblings of this place, don't they?" said Marcia.

    Salvador scowled, "Is that so?"

    "Oh, yes. There is a market for, well, what goes on in the Market. Think of me like a directory map. If you need to know where something might be found, I'm your best bet."

    Salvador cracked his knuckles, "and what makes you so fucking sure we won't beat the living shit out of you to get the information we want?"

    Marcia looked, briefly, agast, before cackling. "Oh, you are a frightening one. I believe nothing would stop you if our dear Emma weren't here. She surely wouldn't be fond of rumors of her firm being a congregation of thugs spreading from Market to Market."

    "She is quite right, Salvador. That would be unfortunate. But, if I turned and walked away? If I declined your offer loud and clear and, later, you wound up with a crooked nose and a few bent fingers? Well, you could hardly say I was at fault for what a thief or thug might do. The Market can be a dangerous place, after all," said Emma, punctuating all of this by turning her eyes dark as coal and drawing the shadows around them nearer. Some she shaped into cackling monsters, with wireframes and exaggerated proportion. It was a trite and easy trick but was fun nonetheless. A little flexing and drama could work wonders, even when they were all fairytale darkness.

    Marcia was unimpressed. "Emma. Please. If I seriously thought you and your rouge would follow through on those threats, then I would have my friends on the other side eat you both."

    In unison, Salvador and Emma said, "Bet."

    Marcia sighed and, turning from Emma and Salvador, knocked upon the wall of shadow at the mouth of her tent. In the time it took Marcia to turn back to face Emma and Salvador, several sets of eyes populated the darkness. They all glowed sickly shades of yellow and green, and they all gazed upon Emma and Salvador with an ancient, insatiable hunger.

    "I'll wager, Emma, that you are thinking, well, fuck you, Marcia. I can dismantle and dismiss whatever comes out of that darkness. And you're right, I'm sure. The question isn't who the more qualified necromancer is. The question is, are you certain you can stop them all before they kill your friend," said Marcia with a sinister smirk.

    This knocked the wind out of Emma, and, deflated, she let the shadows return to their proper place. Salvador, on the other hand, was all the more incensed by Marcia's mocking tone. And, the implication that whatever bullshit she planned on summoning up would so easily overwhelm him was more than a little insulting. He had turned hardass swabbies into chum for such insinuations, and Salvador saw no reason why this mouthy twerp should be any different.

    Sensing this, Emma placed a hand upon Salvador's arm and fixed him with a severe gaze. It was funny to see on her face, thought the veteran pirate. So stern and sure, yet so young and untested. It made him want to laugh, and that momentary lightness dissolved some of the furies in him.

    "Why bring me along, little Emma, if you won't let me do what I'm best at?" asked Salvador, his tone more abrasive than he meant it.

    Emma scowled, "I brought you here for protection from situations and circumstances I am not prepared or capable of handling myself. What we have here is not such a case."

    Salvador ground his teeth and felt his jaw seize in response, but he kept his mouth clenched despite the discomfort. He had words, a great many words, and they were all awful, vile things. Salvador reckoned he could deal with one of the scrawny necromancers, but not the both of them.

    So, once the pain in his jaw had thoroughly convinced him not to say the first thing that popped into his head, Salvador settled on, "It really pisses me off that both of you agree so completely about how easy I am to kill."

    "Please put your pride aside," said Emma, her words sharp and cold as icicles, "and use the brain between your ears instead of between your legs. Whatever Marcia's pets' exact nature is, they won't be so easily slain by a sword. Halted, perhaps. What we do, in brief, is stitch things together. Removing that stitching takes time and skill that you do not have. In the same way, I cannot command or steer a ship, you cannot command or rebuke the undead and uncanny."

    Salvador grunted at that, pride and anger refusing him the ability to speak.

    "Good. Good. Now, with that out of the way, I would like to make an offer to you, Emma. I propose that, for the low, low cost of one good memory, I give you the information you need," said Marcia. The hungry eyes that populated the shadows next to her shut, blinking out, a glimmer of disappointment in them all.

    Emma's breath caught. Well, hot damn, she thought, what a thing to give up. And give it up, she would, Emma knew that, sure as she knew the preemptive pain in her heart would flower into an exquisite rose of agony.

    "Will I know that it is missing?" Emma asked, doing her damnedest to keep her voice even.

    Marcia did not smile when she said, "I've heard it is like a dull ache in the small of your back. You'll feel it a lot at first, but you'll get used to it. It'll be one of another million things that you are only dimly aware of. You won't think of it as hurt, but as a fact, until that odd time you twist the wrong way and, suddenly, you'll be so aware of it that it's all you think about."

    Fuck.

    "I appreciate the honesty. Do I get to choose the memory at least?" said Emma.

    "I am open to negotiation on the fact, for sure."

    And that was that. Emma followed Marcia into the tent's obscurity, and Salvador stood and watched as they both vanished into the darkness. Neither were gone for long, and when Emma did emerge, she kept her fingers laced around the scarf she always wore.

    Salvador didn't ask, and Emma didn't tell; both only walked back into the busy streets of the Market, Emma leading the way.

    


    "It'll be that building there," Emma said, pointing straight ahead to a nondescript skyscraper, outside of which stood men and women in tailored suits, smoking. She had, as they had begun to zero in on their location, informed Salvador on what she had found out. This building was The Faith Exchange, so-called because people put stock in the fates and deities' feats.

    According to what Marcia had imparted on Emma, The Faith Exchange was one of the market's oldest structures. Any that wanted to be involved in the more material components of deities found their way here. Dejected preachers, politicians, false priests, and ambitious self-starters bought and sold divine favor here. Emma had wanted more information on The Faith Exchange, like how it worked in the technical sense. But, as Marcia was quick to point out, more information required more memories. Emma decided that the pain she felt now was enough for one visit to this awful place and settled for what she'd gotten.

    The plan, insofar as Emma had a plan at all, was to go in under assumed names, baring all the confidence of a person used to wealth and accommodation. They would be direct about their desires and do their best to tease out any information they could once inside.

    Failing that, Emma would use her magic to secure them an escape route since Salvador's sword would be held in place by some rather sturdy magic once inside. This was a fact that the Captain was not fond of, but which he had no choice but to accept. Besides, he told Emma, he was more than capable of breaking a foe's neck, or strangling the life out of them, if it came to that. Emma certainly hoped that it wouldn't.

    "Odd crowd out in front," noted Salvador.

    Emma nodded and, as the pair approached the people in suits, each dropped their cigarettes and stamped them out. "Hold there," said a man, overweight and balding.

    "Hello, gentle-sir," boomed Captain Salvador, jovial, "We've come to invest."

    The man was taken aback at that, "Ah, well, yes. Invest, you say. Well, ah, wait here if you please. I'll go find someone to give you the tour." He turned and took a wobbly step forward before turning back, "What is the particular nature of your investment, so that I may find the appropriate representative?"

    "Gods. Iaralie," said Emma, firm as she could.

    The man nodded and disappeared into the building. The others around them in suits hung about, awkward for a few moments.

    "Mind sharing one with me," said Captain Salvador with a toothy grin. A woman with ebony skin passed off a cigarette to the Captain, who puffed on it with enthusiasm. "Much obliged," he said and went on to engage in small talk with the suits.

    For her part, Emma remained silent. She was doing her best to seem cold and mysterious. In her mind's eye, the vibe she put out was one of, don't fucking talk to me, don't look at me.

    This was proven false when one of the suits opined, "Pretty young to be involved in investments of this type. This is an old-money thing, most times. And you look like a new money kind of girl."

    "How so?" Emma mumbled, curiosity piqued.

    "You seem like you're interested in curtailing the excess of places like this," he said with a sweeping gesture, smoke trailing through the air, "Like you think that you can use your money to do responsible things. That you can invest in the right sorts of ideas. Put the right sorts of corporations in power, make people read the right sort of books. Playing pretend, as if your beliefs aren't as dangerous as the old farts."

    Emma looked at the man for a moment. She considered puzzling over his words, picking at them, and giving a full retort, even thought about debating the man for the sake of debate. After all, she had no money, and had never said she had money. All Emma had done was walk up and speak with confidence.

    Instead, Emma looked the man dead in the eye and said, "Wow. I don't remember it at all. That's so odd."

    "Don't remember what?" asked the man.

    "Who asked what you thought about anything," said Emma, cool, the ghost of a smile on her lips.

    Before the man in the suit could do anything more than let his stupid mouth fall open, another gentleman in a more excellent suit emerged. He introduced himself as Walter Fox with a sheepish grin and insisted on being referred to by his surname. He was handsome, Emma supposed, in a boyish way, his face chubby and round. He was a short man with skin dark as the sea, and when Emma peered into his eyes, they were as mysterious turbulent depths.

    "Good to meet you, Mr. Fox," said Salvador, who had abandoned his cigarette to shake the man's hand.

    "My pleasure. Might I inquire after your names?" Fox's voice was lyrical and accented.

    "Charlotte Peake," said Emma.

    "Cormac Pollock," said Salvador with a bow.

    "Ah. Good to meet you. Charlotte. Cormac. Now, why don't you come inside? We'll show you around and discuss your, uh, interest in Iaralie."

    "Perfect. Lead the way, Mr. Fox," said Emma, giddy with early success.

    


    Inside, Emma was led, along with Salvador, through a series of unimpressive, cookie-cutter cubicles. In each people of no distinction and, so far as Emma thought, no real ambition, filed reports. The young necromancer knew the drill here from her own experience. Words were chosen with deliberate care so that whatever banal magic they worked would be to the satisfaction of whoever had placed the order. The contracts would then be sent off to a proof-reader to ensure no noticeable loopholes existed in the contract. Inevitably, the deals would be sent back for revision anywhere from two or three to a half dozen times.

    Having worked with such contracts herself, Emma knew the most common uses for them. These sorts of things were often aimed at the most desperate and vulnerable groups of people. They were designed to give the signer up to a decade of fame and wealth. Afterward, they were expected to pay up to twenty percent of their earnings for that decade, with interest. It was a nasty business, one Emma always imagined like a venus flytrap. All it had to do was sit there and emit its own sweet stench to attract its prey.

    Emma recalled one case she'd read about that had stuck out to her in particular, that of Margaret Harrier. She was a singer, or at least thought she ought to be, and reached out to a firm. Ainsworth and Poe, if memory served, to have her vocal cords encoded with subtle magics. The contract would allow her to enjoy five years of fame and perfect pitch. It assured Margret that she would reach heights of fame and prestige unseen and unknown to any other songstress. And once she achieved that level of success, she would owe Ainsworth and Poe ten percent of her total earnings over the full five years.

    However, when Emma had seen the contract, she noted that they had missed a rather nasty loophole in its simplicity. Wealth was the implied consequence of fame but was by no means a guarantee. Being creative, Margret made a not insubstantial amount of money through her performances, but not always as Margret Harrier. She would work with others and have them perform while she sang behind the curtain, her partners mouthing the words. Or she would falseface all throughout Baltoya, making money and then vanishing.

    It was all smart, cheeky work that Emma couldn't help but be amused by. It was only too bad that Ainsworth and Poe didn't find it so funny and thus elected to have Margret killed after her seventh straight year of avoiding fame.

    Margret Harrier's last words were later reported to have been, "Capital punishment, is it? Them's without capital get the punishment. Or, in this case, the reverse, yes? Well, you'd all better get on with it. And please, try not to make a mess. This dress is spider's silk."

    The group moved away from the cubicles and began a descent down into the depths of the Faith Exchange. Emma found it funny that as they proceeded downward, exiting the purgatory of stairwells, things became more sleek and extravagant. The first few levels they went down; not much changed, except the lighting and decoration. No part of the Exchange had any semblance of personality or quirk. It was all manicured to be precisely as expected. But it got cleaner and better-lit regardless, the mercy of softer lightening manifesting as they traveled in silence—a silence which, Emma thought, it might be time to break.

    "I heard a rumor that the Church and Chapel have reported Iaralie missing," she proffered this as meat, caramel-colored and glistening with hot fat.

    "Is that so? Well, those gods are a fickle bunch. Likely, He or She off siring some mongrel children," said Mr. Fox, nonchalant.

    "I concur," Emma agreed, feigning cheeriness, "his whole mess with contacting a necromancer's firm is a bunch of hogwash."

    She glanced at Mr. Fox and caught a twitch, a crack in the mask, likely a reaction happening without his notice. But it was enough for Emma. He knew more than he let on and was hiding behind his position. However, whether out of professional courtesy or fear, she could not discern.

    "What firm have they spoken to?" asked Mr. Fox, tone still neutral. This impressed Emma. It wasn't easy to stay nonchalant when someone planted a bomb in your lap like she had done.

    "Abelworth, Cain, and Lyceum," Emma said. For a moment, all the sounds in the world seemed to vanish. In the absence of the constant humdrum of things, all seemed magnified. The lights' softness seemed too much, and the air itself tickled and pressed too weighty upon Emma. She wondered, absently, if Salvador or Mr. Fox felt the same.

    Neither displayed it if they did, and so she was left hoping that she appeared relaxed and neutral as they did.

    "A choice that will no doubt cost them a pretty penny," said Mr. Fox.

    "I shudder to imagine the billing invoice," Emma said, folding her arms around herself for effect. The grin that sneaked its way across Mr. Fox's face and the small chuckle that escaped Salvador relaxed the lot of them.

    Emma let silence lull between them, remaining quiet even when Salvador and Mr. Fox began to strike up their own conversations. Salvador commented about the advent of the coal engine and its adaptation to the modern shipping vessel. Mr. Fox mentioned that he thought that this was indeed an age of the most profound invention. The rapidity of progress, scientific thought and discovery, and strange mathematical calculations were doing the work of God's.

    "Really," Mr. Fox quipped, "Investing in God's is a bit antiquated these days. Man is becoming conscious of itself. Of what it can do, without the intervention of magic or God."

    "I've heard my fair share of how that sort of thing has treated other sailors—figures rising from the depths, green lights shining from under the sea. Tall figments and phantasms that haunt a man's dreams till he goes mad as a hatter if you forgive the cliché. I'll stick to my worship and superstition if that's what lurks out there, ahead of myself," remarked Salvador.

    Mr. Fox laughed good-naturedly at that. Emma herself remained neutral on the matter, for she knew of what Salvador spoke and knew the truth in it. The inventions of the day had propelled humankind forward, of that there was no doubt. It had awakened them all right, but to what? To the truth that they were nothing special, that they were all here by accident. They stared into the void and yelled into it and only got a ghostly echo in return. Of course, when confronted with the universe's insouciance, the mind's phantasms were given to delirium.

    Worse still was the truth that there were things stranger and older and that lurked in the corners of the eyes. Beings that hid away in the shadows or flitted through the cracks one took for granted. Emma supposed it was only a matter of time before they were quantified too. Still, in the meantime, there were reminders that the human race was far from conquering the world. And once they did, well, what would be left but the terrible dread that came with knowledge?

    They had descended a total of four flights of stairs that they came to a kind of executive suite. Fewer folks were running around here, and those that did work on this level did so at a relaxed pace. These were the sorts of people who had put in long hours at each subsequent floor showing the right combination of ambition and dedication to make it here. The jobs they did were still bullshit, more or less, but it was relaxed easy bullshit. The kind where your boss ignored you four out of five days, checking in only to remind you that you were still here on their whim.

    Mr. Fox brought Emma and Salvador up to his office door, and, as he went to unlock it, Emma said, "You know. I'd much rather get the tour, see where your people do the real work." She said this in the tone of someone who has decided to inconvenience you on impulse and was unused to being refused their whims.

    Mr. Fox seemed disgruntled by Emma's request, and, for a moment, Emma was afraid that she overstepped. But Mr. Fox relaxed after a moment, saying, "Give me a moment."

    He then disappeared behind his office door for a few minutes. Emma and Salvador could hear the sound of him rummaging about behind the door. But for all the noise he made, neither had any inclination what he might be searching for. Anxiety told Emma that Mr. Fox was searching for a weapon and that the game was over. She looked to Salvador for some sort of grounding, to find his typical nonchalance, but found that he too was tense. Great, Emma thought, forty-eight feet down, and we are preparing to fight and flee. Hardly a shovelful in, and it's all gone to shit.

    But when Mr. Fox emerged from his office, he had a faux-wood box in hand. Opening it revealed three cigars, each one a deep brown to the point of being almost black. He passed one off to Salvador, who accepted it with zeal before offering one to Emma, who declined.

    "These are illegal in most cities,"  Fox explained, "as likely to give you a good, heady high as to kill you."

    Salvador chuckled, "Oh, I've run into these a time or two. It seems to me that only those of a weak succumb to this sort of thing."

    "I have noticed," said Mr. Fox, "that it tends to be those who are not quite the right fit for our company who end up choking on their own smoke."

    Toying with his own cigar, Salvador said, with a touch of menace, "I suppose we'll see which of us is the right fit for this place, eh?"

    Mr. Fox smiled, acknowledging the challenge but not shrinking from it, and the pair's eyes met dubiously. Emma rolled her eyes and awaited them at the door to the next flight of stairs.

    The Underground, as Mr. Fox called it, was nothing like where they had come from. There had been a few flights of more typical office space between Mr. Fox's suite and the tangled systems of roots that they were now surrounded by. It ran deep, more profound than they were now and deeper than Mr. Fox himself had ever gone.

    Emma was dumbfounded to see it. While this was not the heart itself, these roots were the veins and aorta of the Market, and the urge to strike out at them was nigh overwhelming. Emma wanted to work her most potent magic to clog and cut off the heart from this place, to bring a piece of the Market down and watch as it withered and died.

    Something about the way Emma looked must have caught Mr. Fox's attention because he rested a hand on her shoulder.

    "Things get strange,"  he said cryptically, "The further down you go. Try not to lose yourself in the; try, try, and keep your eyes ahead of you or else on your feet. That's my advice."

    "What do you mean by strange?" Emma asked, aware that she was damp with sweat and laboring to catch her breath.

    Mr. Fox only looked at her, not willing, or not able to explain what he meant. Instead, he said, "You all have your superstitions. We have ours."

    With that, Emma dropped the subject and took to taking in her surroundings. It was unlike most buildings in industrialized and modernized cities and countries, all cement and sealed off. Instead, the foundation was organic, gnarled, and hodgepodge.

    The roots clustered together around dirty and buried rock, weaving together, hugging tight to their surroundings and each other. Creeping up walls that had once been stone were moses and the overgrown limbs of all sorts of oddities. Growing through and expanding cracks on the floor were the surreal visions of Thismia Neptunis, Rhizanthella, and a colorful variety of fungi. And the further down that the trio went, the more plants there were, becoming stranger—their hues unlike anything Emma had ever seen in her life, and unstable. The walkways became less and less accommodating, the thick roots of an as yet seen tree splitting human builders' best-laid paths.

    Emma knew this was all a product of alchemy and their arts. Everything that grew down in the depths was other than what it ought to be. That was how alchemy worked. In its pursuit to catalog and control everything in the natural world, it viewed everything as a tool to be used. Or a commodity to be improved on. Magic was a refusal to that. A refusal to work, or so the more radical witches and liches and necromancers liked to proclaim. But a girl had to eat. That was the promise of magic, or so Emma had always been told. But, in the many times she had needed assistance, she was rarely given it. When she was younger, Emma was angry and bitter and willing to curse at everyone she thought greedy and nihilistic. Now, however, she understood that no one had the resources to help, not really.

    The promise of magic had long ago been broken, and it had become a commodity, another facet of the system. It was one more root. The most significant difference was that people like Emma did their best to pretend that they weren't a part of their mother mushroom, but something hostile and deadly to it. The fact was, it had to be done, or so Emma rationalized. Because if you considered every soul you couldn't save, it wouldn't be long before you were swinging by your neck from the nearest tree.

    The flowers became a stranger, ever-growing presence as the trio descended further. Their neon greens and vibrant reds caught Emma's eye and, she was sure, that they bent their stems and fluttered their petals to seem more attractive. The inky black flowers she spotted, orchids, she thought, were particularly enticing to Emma. To pluck one, to inhale its odd scent, and to set it behind her ear like she hadn't since she was young was all Emma wanted when she looked upon them.

    Noticing, again, how Emma's eyes darted to and fro, sometimes lingering and causing her to pause in midstep, Mr. Fox said, "Beautiful, yes?"

    "Exceedingly so," said Emma, absent-minded as she locked in on a rose whose petals shifted from rich purple to a rusty red.

    "They almost beg to be picked, don't they?" asked Mr. Fox.

    Emma looked at Mr. Fox and saw the warning in his eyes. "Yes, they do." 

    "Like I said before, keep your eyes ahead of you. You don't want to end up food for what's down here. We have enough trouble keeping families silent when a staff member disappears down here," said Mr. Fox

    "You have people staffed down here?"

    "Yes. Not many, though. Almost all of them work security. Further down is where we store our records and our rarer finds. We also use the Underground as storage for shipments between ourselves Underground Companies," Mr. Fox explained.

    "I did not expect your lot to be in the trading game as well," interjected Salvador.

    "Certain components of our main interests coincide with the traditional modes of supply and demand," said Mr. Fox.

    "Care to explain to a lowly rich woman's guard such as I, friend? We did share a nice smoke, so I trust I am in your confidence enough to hear about your more banal endeavor here," said Salvador.

    Mr. Fox shrugged, "I suppose that would be fine but really isn't anything special. Relics and tablets and the occasional body of a long dead prophet. The best is when it is something ridiculous like the shoe of such-and-such of so-and-so wore to walk to the market the day they had their most famous revelation."

    "And how do you get your hands on such items? Or verify that they are real?" asked Emma, drawn into a conversation that she didn't care that much about.

    Mr. Fox laughed, "You'll have to forgive me for my refusal to answer your first question. We aren't in the business of letting investors or clients know our supply chain on a first name basis. As your second question, we have hired scholars of magic and theology to verify the items we intend to buy. So far, they have not failed us."

    At last, the trio reached their destination, and, as they did, the flowers and mosses seemed to recede. The floors were still craggy, breaking apart, but the roots of the tree that, to Emma's disappointment, they had never seen, were smaller things.

    Regardless, Emma was glad to be through with the trek. She was sweat-drenched and felt dampness seeping into her bones. The air was heavy and humid, but she felt like shivering, as did Mr. Fox, whose hair was also matted down and dripping. Only Salvador seemed unaffected by the moisture that clung to them all, resulting from a lifetime at sea.

    


    The door before them was immense, as wide as several men, and as tall as the ceiling. It was made of hard iron and locked by a complex series of mechanisms that made Emma's head spin to contemplate. A young woman stood next to the door wearing a white lab coat and looking bored. Even when Mr. Fox approached her, she didn't seem to care but instead stayed leaning against the hulking mass of iron that was the door.

    The pair talked, leaving Emma and Salvador alone, and it seemed to Emma that Mr. Fox was jumping through hoops at the behest of this woman. Emma had not considered that they might come all this way only to be turned away from someone more senior than Mr. Fox. Oh well, Emma, so long as Iaralie was behind this door and she could confirm that, then they've done enough. For now, anyway.

    Emma allowed her senses to wander out as Mr. Fox and the woman talked. She pushed into the door and found that she was blocked. If she pressed herself, her ethereal self, into it, then all she felt was cold and solid darkness. Everything else around them, Emma could feel, could sense the thrum and hm of life. The weird undulations of the plants and the roots and the typical desires and anxieties of humans.

    It proved one thing right. The inventiveness of the Market could cut off even those perverse powers of the world, those darkened and sinister perversions that allowed Emma and her kind to do so much. Even that unexplainable force could have its worth taken from it or, she imagined, inflated. Emma grimaced at the thought and stepped away from the door to take her place by Salvador's side and wait.

    "Sorry," said Mr. Fox, compunctious, as the woman started the process of opening the door at last. "Any request to open the door requires permission from this lovely lady, Moll Drier."

    "Oh no!" exclaimed Emma, "It's quite alright. Behind this door is Iaralie, I presume?"

    Mr. Fox was quiet for a moment, "We call this door the Black Gate. We store immensely powerful and dangerous, eh, products."

    Emma nodded, "I see. It must be a special door then. How does it work?" She was feeling greedy now. Behind this door was the information she needed and, Mr. Fox's lack of commitment on the topic of what was behind it seemed like a wink and a nod to Emma.

    One mystery solved, she now wanted to know what sort of material could outright snuff out her senses.

    "I couldn't quite say. Not my area of expertise," Mr. Fox said with a chuckle.

    "Come now, this isn't my first dog and pony show. Perhaps a bit of monkey thievery?" said Emma, phishing a bit

    The sound of clicking locks came to an abrupt stop. Moll, who had been fastidiously picking away at them, turned her head, and squinting, and stared at Emma. Mr. Fox's eyes, as well as Salvador's, were all upon her.

    "What's the matter, Moll?" asked Mr. Fox.

    "Monkey thievery," she said, spitting the words as if it were something disgusting, "Or, properly noted, Mordenkien's Heist. That is a pretty high-minded theoretical term. Not the sort one hear's much outside of University, except by recent graduates."

    Emma did her best to keep from showing any kind of outward surprise at having been called out. From what she could see of Moll's smug countenance, and the grimace on Salvador's lips, and the shock on Mr. Fox's face, she was doing a crap job.

    "You are not wrong," Emma said, slow, her mouth dry, the words sticking to her tongue and teeth, "I have been in the company of necromancer's a few times. I have needed the assistance of a firm, as have my parents. One hears terms, and one gets curious." "Charlotte has always been a rather curious woman," added Salvador.

    Mr. Fox seemed pacified by this, if uneasy, but Moll, stupid, clever girl, pressed on.

    "What a curious and specific theorem to know and have brought up. Tell me, what circumstance would you have been in where conversation veered into the theoretical techniques behind restraining and nullifying forces unnatural and uncanny. What could have brought that up?"

    "Oh, well," Emma hesitated, unsure of what to say.

    "You've caught her," exclaimed Salvador, "She's a necromancer. And I, her humble guard, am a pirate. We are interested in, uh, expanding our own empire. Our riches are not insubstantial, but they are woefully material. I fear my pet bone, which has grown bored by the mundane wonders that give my life value."

    Emma sighed, shaking, hoping that it would lend her admission some credence,

    "Cormac is correct. I am a necromancer. I am sorry for deceiving you like that. Still, considering the situation in the city, I figured it was better to pretend to be someone else."

    "It wasn't all a lie, however. We do have the money we hinted at," added Salvador.

    Moll and Mr. Fox were quiet for some time, Moll plainly unsatisfied with Emma and Salvador's explanation. Fox, on the other hand, seemed to be chewing on what they had fed him, the look on his face not leaning one way or the other for painfully long seconds.

    After a sweat-drenched minute passed, Mr. Fox asked, with deliberate slowness, "Didn't you mention Lyceum and her, what, underling?" And with that question, he was squinting at Emma, and the young necromancer could feel sweat running along her cheek.

    "That would be two necromancers come to the city to look for Iaralie. And then you, a third, also come for the same God and aware of two others when we, ourselves, are not," said Moll, now on her feet. The smell of ozone filled Emma and Salvador's nostrils as white light danced between Moll's fingers.

    Emma felt isolated from the events around her. She knew that she must say something that she must be smart and tricky and brave. A single slip of the tongue and the foundation she had built sank. Years later, Emma would remember this moment with embarrassed joviality. She would know all her mistakes and would be capable of lecturing about how to avoid them. But that was the future, and it was useless to Emma as a witty remark thought-up in the showers, hours too late to matter. For now, Emma dissociated, looked to Salvador for assistance, saw nothing, and knew the game was over.

    Emma loosed a burst of energy, all starlight, cutting through the air and leaving a trail of darkness in its wake. It exploded against the wall and filled the room with phosphorescent light and a high pitched ringing. She grabbed hold of Salvador's arm and tugged him along with her, reluctant as he was. The pair came to a stop at the door, the light behind them still bright but disappearing. "What's your plan here," Salvador barked, "Run through the door and leave a bloody trail in our wake?" "No. Shut up. I need a moment," screeched Emma.

    She fished out a well-used stick of chalk from her satchel and began to draw various geometric shapes on the door. Emma grimaced as she drew, her stomach lurching in anticipation. The sound of the high pitched whine that her spell produced had gone and been replaced with the oscillating whirl of an alarm.

    "Fuck," she cursed, amending her work to hold the door against the guards. Glyphs were a weak spot, and she didn't have time to layer them, so Emma had to hope they didn't have any mages among them.

    "The light's gone," said Salvador.

    "Almost done."

    "Good. Because that woman is working up her own little spell."

    "Stop her!"

    Grunting, Salvador reached into the pocket of his coat. It was full of pockets, four on each side, and, Salvador hinted, had many hidden inside and out. He found a clump of hard packed dirt that he threw at Moll, hitting her on the chin from the pocket. Moll yelped and turned her face away for a few moments. Salvador smirked to himself, satisfied with his accomplishment, until Moll turned back and returned to her chant, blood dripping from his chin.

    "She's tough," remarked the Captain, mildly impressed. Chanting through the pain, hissing the strange language that sounded like flowers in bloom and buzzing insects and the gurgling of fish. Fighting to kill them even as Mr. Fox, great man that he was, cowered behind her, pressing himself against the door that Salvador was sure held Iaralie.

    "Ready," said Emma before forcing the door open, through which was a black, inky void, "Cover your nose and mouth and run."

     

    
     

    THE PAIR EMERGED FROM deep and thick darkness into a damp, dirty alley. Lanterns burned the streets, casting flickering, wavering shadows. Emma leaned up against the cool, wet wall, her head swimming and her stomach in knots. She felt her dinner rising in her throat, and her forehead was dripping with sweat. Considering Emma had not yarked up everything in her stomach, she was pretty satisfied. She had always hated traveling through magical means, her senses and stomach rebelling against her any time she tried it.

    Captain Salvador vomited to Emma's right, and it was only through force of will that she was able to ignore it and not join him. After the Captain had purged himself and experienced a few minutes of dry heaving, he stood upright, hair matted to the side of his face, and exclaimed, "What the hell was that?"

    "Do you really want me to explain the theory and intricacies behind the forces that allow one to move between shadows?" Emma snapped, lights dancing before her version, head bobbing.

    "Perhaps not," Salvador mulled, "But would you be so kind as to enlighten me on why in the hell you started referencing some obscure theory? Did you think that it was safe to start interrogating your prey even before you had them between your teeth?"

    "I—" Emma stumbled, "how could I have known they'd have a mage?"

    "Oh, good. This can be a teachable moment for you! When you falseface, you abandon all aspects of yourself that don't fit the role. Charlotte was a socialite.  And you made it, so we had to pivot to a necromancer who was lying for some flimsy reason! You made a shit play right at the end and took us from check into defeat. You were cocky and stupid."

    Emma wanted to scream, her face was hot, and tears were welling up in her eyes. She had to clamp her mouth shut to keep from speaking or sobbing. If she said one word, Emma was sure she would burst into a snotty, ugly cry.

    When, at last, Emma could speak, she said, "I'm sorry. I am ashamed of myself. But, we know they have Iaralie now. We can go back in and take him."

    "Go back in? Girl, do not be so thick-headed. It is unbecoming. They know both of us now, and they will certainly be more guarded thanks to our little invasion. We will not be able to fool them again."

    "You have men. And I am rather skilled in magic, and of course, once Lyceum knows she'll help as well and..."

    Salvador held up an open hand, palm facing Emma, "My girl, I will not risk my men on this. Nor could you or your firm promise me anything to change my mind. Perhaps bringing this to her is good. You may have reached your stars. But fighting the Market's forces, invading this city, all that would do is lead to war and death. And don't misunderstand me. I do enjoy a bit of mayhem and carnage. But not when I am at great risk of losing."

    Before Emma could say anything else, Captain Salvador pushed himself off from the wall that he had been leaning against and walked out into the streets. Emma, half-obscured by the slow descending night, slumped against the cold wall, and let her tears fall. Her sobs were not as silent as she would have liked, and indeed they attracted the odd passerby. But none disturbed the young lady crying in the gutter because, in the Iron City of Perido, such sights were common ones.

    


    If Caitlyn had come to realize anything, it was that waiting and patience were two qualities of the utmost importance when it came to discovering the truth. If you read a book, there was a period of digestion, a period which might call supplementary materials to help draw out the complexities and umami flavors of a text (or lack thereof). One had to be able to listen, to quiet everything about themselves down. Feel comfortable sitting in silence and letting their minds work on whatever problem needed solving, sometimes being hands-on and sometimes letting the process run on its own.

    The mind is a factory, and you are the owner. That's how Caitlyn thought of it. Not with her own mind, of course, but maybe about other people. At best, Caitlyn was a shift lead, and her mind was in charge of how the day went. Sometimes things went well, productivity was high, and the machines ran with minimal downtime. Other times, more times than she cared to admit to, alarms sounded, production was at a total standstill, and at least one thing was on fire.

    The facts did not lie; Caitlyn was total shit at the waiting. Her mind wandered, thoughts skipping off on grand adventures only to be pulled back and for her to realize she had no idea what had gone on or had happened over the last few minutes. She walked around, fidgeted, and pretty much did everything to make herself look conspicuous. If there was anything that Caitlyn was worse at, it was patience. Waiting was tedious, but she could sit; the real issue was keeping her mind focused on the present and stifling the urge to pace about. The act of accepting that things would not come on her schedule, in fact coming to terms in general with the harsh truth that she had no control over how the pieces on the board moved, made her want to vomit.

    Anxiety is an asshole.

    Caitlyn's primary tactic was to try and shadow Matriarch Marianne. It wasn't exactly difficult. Aside from the weird hours (seriously, does this bitch sleep for more than an hour? Is she a vampire? Has she seen more than a handful of daylight?) and the drinking. After the first couple nights, Caitlyn resolved that she would have to tell Thom exactly how much mother dear drank because holy shit, it was a heroic amount.

    Typically, Marianne did her drinking at parties. Fundraisers, birthday celebrations, ceremonies big and small in the name of Iaralie. Suppose there was a party or festivity of any kind that was even tangentially related to the Chapel. In that case, you could stake your hearth, home, wife, and children on the fact that Marianne would be there.

    "Oh, Jacob, that is too funny," said Marianne with a wave of her hand. She titled back a little and laughed mirthlessly, a few short ha-ha's, and then back to her drink.

    Caitlyn circled around the periphery of the conversation. It was Saint Myrle's day and thus the annual fundraiser for non-gender conforming and transitioning children. Caitlyn loved this day and loved this fundraiser. This day had changed her life, this organization that gave her the support and courage and the strength that she needed to become her.

    Saint Myrle was the whole damned reason Caitlyn had studied theology, came to love Iaralie in all Her glory, and came to join the Chapel. In a place no one could see, Caitlyn had the face of a woman with long and flowing rainbow hair that obscured her mouth tattooed. It was a picture of the way Caitlyn had always imagined Saint Myrle, whose day was lovingly referred to as Mermaid's Day.

    For this Mermaid's Day, the focus was on the arts and the voices of non conforming and transitioning children and young adults. Somehow Marianne had managed to shuffle off the majority of the Church members in the manor and overnight change the dinner hall and the adjoining patio space into a stage and bar. The kitchen staff, it seemed, had been divided, half becoming servers and half plating up and cooking. The serving half were dressed in tight-fitting white shirts with sleeveless black jackets, and a black with white strips skirt apron. Their faces were dripping with sweat as they weaved and dodged and twirled around the guests. On occasion, they would pass each other and pass off pithy remarks.

    "Fat bitch. Left, next to big blue."

    "Cocksucker with the cherry stem between his teeth."

    "It'S tOo CoLd, cAn YoU gEt FrEsH?"

    When Caitlyn heard the staff's remarks, she had to quickly toss back her drink or stuff her mouth with one of the hors d'oeuvres to bury or drown the giggles that would try to bubble up.

    Everyone that had come to the fundraiser was dressed elegantly. The men wore yellow silk shirts and baby blue vests for the most part, and the women wore pastel pink dresses with wide, bell-like skirts, streaked with snow-white columns. Vibrancy was the game's name; men's fingers were decorated with gemstones, all gorgeous and shining and light-catching.

    The women were similarly decorated with large, border-line tacky necklaces that covered up their chests and, in most cases, their cleavage. Their earrings were equally extra, dangling down and touching their shoulders. Crushed gemstones of every color of the rainbow were placed the way one might put glitter, without subtly and with the expectation that it will find its way into everything.

    Caitlyn loved it. She loved how extra everyone looked, how striking. She loved to see so many people declaring, with defiant shouts, that they were here and would not be made invisible and would not be forced into silence. It made her smile to be swallowed up by a crowd of people who were like her.

    Or, at the very least, wanted her to have a voice. And besides that, it had allowed her the excuse of buying a new wig, one a striking electric blue, and to wear make-up that was the furthest thing from subtle. While the Chapel had no official rules about wearing make-up versus being plain-faced, Caitlyn had learned that it made you a bit of a target to do much more than a natural look. Smoothing out the edges and wearing nudes was fine, but a few splashes of color and everyone was talking about you, and hardly any of it would be kind.

    Color, vibrancy, the expression of the inner electricity was something to be done late at night, far away from the Chapel.

    Marianne moved through the crowd with the same ease and purpose as the wait staff did. It was a little irritating, to be honest. The Matriarch of the Chapel flowed like water, chin at a slight incline. A wine glass, filled always, always, to the lip, but never a drop sloshing out, in hand. Meanwhile, Caitlyn, who was not the tallest girl in the world, bumped and brushed and stumbled into the hips and asses of pretty much every normal-sized person in the damn hall. A few folks mumbled some curse or another. Still, Caitlyn always preemptively apologized and cut them off. At the same time, she crouched along, following the trail of Marianne's dress or the notes of her laughter or lilt of her voice.

    In due time, Caitlyn worked her way through the whole of the hall and out onto the patio, where the chilly night air prickled her skin and brought sweet relief to her tomato red ears. The claustrophobic scent of food and perfume dissipated in the night air and was replaced by the occasional scent of garlic or basil and the sometimes stifling stench of tobacco. There were fewer people and more shadows, and so Caitlyn did her best to cling to them. However, the hot pink wig and her shimmering electric blue and burnt orange eyeliner and highlighter did not precisely make her one with darkness. She was not a shadow within shadows but a rainbow dulled by the shade. Fuck.

    Marianne, however, did not seem to notice much of anything around her. In fact, she barely paid any attention to the people on the patio, making a beeline for a gentleman in a cream-colored linen shirt with a white vest dotted with splotches of reds and hay bale yellows. It appeared to Caitlyn as if someone had haphazardly splattered paint on the man's clothes. The man leaned against the wood railing and looked out into the garden. An oscillation of lightning bugs and will-o'-the-wisps chased each other in the garden. When Marianne joined him, she looked where he looked and set her wine glass aside for the first time in the whole night.

    Caitlyn crept along the perimeter of the patio, eyes darting around nervously, only to see that no one was paying her any mind whatsoever. After a few repeated incidents of this, Caitlyn decided that, perhaps, she would seem less suspicious if she were to only stroll up within earshot of Marianne. Whoever it was she was speaking to, drink in hand, and pretend to be looking out at the garden. So Caitlyn stole a glass of amber-colored something that seemed, more or less, untouched and did just that.

    "You know I loathe these events," said the man whose voice was oddly familiar to Caitlyn, though she could not tell why.

    "Oh, don't I know it. All these people holding up one saint or another and championing their causes in some sort of cynical political power grab," remarked Marianne.

    "Saint Bartrand's campaign for literacy. Saint Jude's passion for music. Saint Ellen's rescue for all those wretched, cursed beasts. And then this, Saint Myrel's crusade against science!" sneered the man.

    Marianne laughed, and Caitlyn cringed. The words stung like an open-handed slap to the face, but they were not a unique experience. Marianne's laughter was a cut with a dull knife. There was force behind it, and intention, and a terrible knowledge that came with it. That Caitlyn was tolerated but only just, not hated but certainly not loved or liked either.

    Marianne continued on, "I'm sorry that you must suffer through this pageantry. If I could have made it to you faster, I would have, you know."

    The man shrugged, "I shouldn't complain. You had rounds to make before this, and you've got some after, too, right? I count myself lucky that I get to go home and forget all about this mess."

    Marianne grabbed her wine glass and leaned back, pressing her hip against the rail, "Now you see why I am rarely seen without a glass of wine nearby, hmm."

    Caitlyn swore she could hear the smirk on Marianne's face as she made that comment and the look in her eyes as she gulped down half the glass. She knew that her dearest mother would have affected that easy, confident, honest look in the eye that she wore so well and so often. It pissed her off to think about it, to so vividly imagine what Marianne's face looked like, smug, smiling like she'd said something smart like she was daring you to say she wasn't right.

    Against her better judgment, Caitlyn took a long drink from the glass she'd nicked. It was a maple whiskey, and it tasted, decidedly, like chilled piss more than anything else. But it lit a fire in her chest, and the sudden release of pressure in her head was more than worth the wretched taste in her mouth. Of course, in a few moments, within a few lines, Caitlyn would realize that there was a consequence to downing half of the five-inch glass of whiskey on an empty stomach and that she had, in fact, made a big damn mistake.

    "So, come now, tell me the news. And it better be good news," said Marianne, poking and prodding the man with her elbow.

    "Oh. It is good news, indeed. Our friends on the other side and our friends on the outside are all in agreement. We'll be announcing our joint commission with the Church tomorrow. And we've even got a buyer lined up; that way, we can get Her out of the way sooner rather than later."

    Marianne positively squealed, "Oh, Jonathon. You have made me the happiest woman in the city."

    Marianne pounced on the man, and Caitlyn, head buzzing, thoughts fluttering away like butterflies, turned to the pair and screeched, "you rotten cunt!" and chucked her glass at the both of them.

    Caitlyn's aim wasn't perfect. She missed Marianne's face by more than a few inches but managed, nonetheless, to strike her in the shoulder and shatter the glass. Ice and whiskey and glass exploded around them, and miniature rainbows flared into existence for a blink of an eye. On some deep level, Caitlyn took that as a sign that what she had done was in the spirit of the night. However, that smidgen of pride did not stop her from running away, tears streaming down her cheeks and carrying the color and sparkle of her face and eyes away.

    


    When Goh saw a girl running by, practically tackling people as she pushed them out of the way, his first instinct was to follow after her. The screams and gasps that came in the girl's wake had already attracted a full crowd, so he figured he wasn't really needed. On the other hand, the girl was ignored, and so, putting down his tray, Goh raced through the crowd, shoving past people as they pushed past him.

    The girl ran out of the cafeteria and down the halls, rounding corners recklessly, sometimes knocking something over as she went along. For all the movement that working in the kitchen entailed, Goh was desperately trying not to die because, holy shit, this running thing was absolutely not for him. His vision was beginning to darken at the edges, and when he breathed in, it felt jagged and painful, like shards of glass digging in deeper and deeper. Goh's heart throbbed in his ears, and his face was hot, and he was sweating and stinking, and all he wanted to do was double over, vomit, and sleep. But, for some reason, Goh continued to run after the reckless girl because, well, he was a man of faith, and when people were in pain or ignored, it was part of the job to be there for them.

    Blessedly, after what Goh was certain was at least six straight hours of dead sprinting, he heard the slam of a door up ahead, just around the corner. Slowing to a more relaxed pace, Goh thought, well hell, better catch my breath, wipe off my face, try not to look like such a heap of damp garbage. But then he heard the opened weeping behind the door and so muttered under his breath a singular, "fuck," and went over and opened the door.

    Huddled in the closes amongst brooms and mops and buckets and towels was Caitlyn. She had folded into herself almost completely. Her face was wet and streaked with blues and purples that started out on their own only to swirl and join into a blob at her chin. Her hair was a wildfire around her, and her eyes were so wide and wild that Goh wasn't sure what she would do for the space of a few heartbeats.

    "Go away," Caitlyn sobbed, and Goh felt a crack form in his heart, and in his head, he thought, oh fuck, I love her.

    "I'm not just going to go away. Not with you sobbing in the closet," said Goh, a little more erratic than he had meant.

    "Please," said Caitlyn, choking down her tears.

    The crack in Goh's heart splintered at the sound of her voice, and he said, soft as a kiss from a kitten, "I'll shut the door. But I'm going to wait outside here for you."

    "Okay," said Caitlyn before burying her face into her knees.

    Goh shut the door and sat down next to it and listened to the sound of his friends sobbing, his eyes focused on the floor, his hands, the wall. He had no idea how long he sat there, waiting, listening, thinking, and feeling nothing, but it seemed to him like time had stopped moving. He could hear the noises of elsewhere, and it struck him as so profoundly odd that people could just go on with their lives amid personal tragedy. Hell, even when everything else was tragic too. As far as Goh was concerned, all that mattered in the whole world was happening in the small space between him and the door.

    At some point, the sobbing subsided, and a sad, sniffling, cracked voice said, "You can come in now."

    Goh opened the door, and in the brief sliver of light, before he entered into the closet and shut the door, he saw a doe-eyed, disheveled mess. He knelt down as soon as the door was closed, wrapped his arms around Caitlyn without a word, and squeezed her tight against him when she started to cry again.

    "What happened?" asked Goh gently.

    "I went to the Saint Myrle fundraiser to, uhm, spy on Marianne. I've been following her around, and I couldn't fucking find you to tell you anything. Because you were ghosting or something, you ass," said Caitlyn, choking back sobs of varying intensity before shoving Goh a little too hard against the steel rack behind him.

    "I'm sorry. I've been stuck in the kitchen. Chef wouldn't let any of us leave. No joke, we had piss bottles and cots. This fundraiser is a big deal for us."

    "I don't care. It doesn't matter. You aren't why I'm like this," Goh imagined that Caitlyn gestured at her face but couldn't be sure what with the complete darkness.

    "What did this? Or who? I have access to a lot of knives. I'll fuck them up," said Goh.

    Caitlyn laugh-cried and said, "At the fundraiser, I was stalking Marianne. I love this fundraiser, Goh. It's the reason I'm here and not in the dirt. It's the reason I'm a member of the Chapel and not on the streets. I was all dressed up for it, and my make-up was on point. I looked so good until now."

    Another shotgun burst of sobs and tears, and snot ensued. Still, Caitlyn carried on, "I followed her all around and eventually outside where she got to talking to a man. They talked about the event. They talked about people like me, people who were born wrong or who feel like the body they got was a mistake or who don't feel connected to boy or girl, who fall in between. And they were cruel and hateful, and I never knew that someone who could be nice to my face, who could act like she loved me, could hate me and think that I'm just a silly boy in drag. And do you know the worst part?”

    Goh shook his head.

    What Caitlyn said next came out shaken as if uttering the words made them right. As if a painful truth was being spoken, as if what the mind and heart concoct in concert are related to reality in any way, she said, "Maybe I am a silly boy in drag."

    Goh reached out in the darkness and fumbled for Caitlyn's hands, and he found them and squeezed them tight and said, "That has to be the stupidest thing I've ever heard you say. I want you to know that. I didn't know anything about the Matriarch before this, but now I know everything I need to know. She is a terrible bitch, a monster, and my sworn enemy. And you, Caitlyn, are the most beautiful, most faithful, most inspiring woman I have ever been so lucky to meet. Please don't let the lies of bigots and the falsehoods of your heart tell you differently and make you feel like anything less than the vision of loveliness you are."

    Caitlyn squeezed Goh's hands so tight that it hurt, but he said nothing. When she asked if they could stay in the closet together for a little longer, Goh said yes, and there they remained, holding each other in the darkness.

    Later on, when the pair emerged from the closest, Goh grabbed Caitlyn's hand, sauntered to the restroom with her, and waited outside. When she came back out, her face was splotchy and red, and her eyes were glassy and significant as the moon, and it took all Goh's will to not swoon over her. He wanted to kiss her but settled for letting his fingers intertwine with hers as they walked, aimlessly, through the halls. They talked about a whole bunch of nothing, and that was fine; all that mattered were the little jokes that passed between them, the easy smiles, the stolen glances, and private desires. The quick succession of hand squeezes that said I love you and I love you too without uttering the phrase aloud and without all the baggage.

    When they got to Caitlyn's room, she turned to Goh and said, "I should tell you what I heard about Iaralie."

    "We don't have to do this tonight," said Goh.

    "No. I want to. I have to. It's important."

    "Okay."

    "It's everything. More important than how Marianne made me feel."

    "Okay," said Goh lamely, not believing and not admitting that it wasn't, at the moment, more critical than Caitlyn.

    "There's a joint commission announcement between the Church and Chapel coming, and they're selling off Iaralie. They've got a buyer and everything. That's all I overheard before I lost my shit and chucked someone's whiskey at Marianne and the guy she was with," said Caitlyn.

    Goh closed his eyes, grunted, and mumbled, "Fuck."

    "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have lost my temper. I'd probably have more to say if I didn't, ya know," Caitlyn mimed, chucking a glass with the same amount of energy a sloth has when moving from one branch to the next.

    "No. No. This confirms what I heard Elon talking about. But I didn't realize that they were selling God off. How do you even do that?" Caitlyn shrugged, and Goh pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.

    "I dunno. My head hurts. I think we should sleep. I think I should see the damned necromancer tomorrow."

    "Yikes," said Caitlyn, "want me to come along?"

    Goh thought for a moment and said, "No. At least, not to the one I'm seeing. The presumed younger of the two, Emma. I think you should find her boss."

    Caitlyn nodded. "Okay. First thing tomorrow, I will find her and tell her everything I know."

    


    Emma was out of her depth. She had ruined her chances at bringing the case to a swift and straightforward end because she was wet behind the ears and because she was arrogant. It had been two nights since her colossal fuck-up, and she had yet to change out of the clothes she had been in. The dirt from the ally and the stench of old garbage and booze steeped vomit had soaked into Emma's skin. It was only her self-hatred and depression that kept her from doing anything about it, despite it causing her stomach to turn any time she moved. She knew that a bath would make her feel better, but Emma was so enamored by her current pity-party that she opted to stink and mope.

    All Emma wanted was to stay in this room and become a fixture of it. Lyceum would solve the case without her because, of course, she would, and she could stay right here, forever locked away in the room. Emma had heard whispers from the various clergy in the manor that ghosts stalked the halls. While she had never seen one and was unsure if it were true, or simply Aleister, the idea of being counted among those ghosts appealed to her at the moment.

    Have you heard the moans of the Trash Ghost?

    No! I thought that was a rumor.

    Oh, certainly not. She is the most famous ghost in the manor, the leader of an army of possums and raccoons. They call her the Mother of roaches, you know.

    How awful! But, you know, sometimes when I'm going here or there at night, I do catch a truly foul stench...

    A knock. Not soft and apparently urgent, came at Emma's door, pulling her from the fantasy of her new life. She knew who it was going to be, and the idea of talking to him, explaining how much of a failure she was, made her want to cry. And she had already cried a good deal; any more would be obscene.

    In her coldest voice, Emma said, "If you need to speak to one of us regarding the progress of our work, or have information, speak to Lyceum. She is in charge. If it is anything else, then please go away."

    "Someone from the Chapel is already speaking to your boss. And I've already talked to you, so I'd rather not start over with your boss. Especially if they're talking to the other side," replied Goh.

    "We are here to represent both sides here. Our only goal is to retrieve Iaralie. I suggest you get over yourself," said Emma, happy that she had managed to keep her voice cold, despite skating around her failure.

    "But I'm coming to you with something Elon said. And Marianne," said Goh, who Emma could tell was becoming impatient.

    Emma shut her eyes. She could tell that this wasn't about to go the way she wanted, and so, letting her annoyance bleed into her voice, she said, "Come back in about forty-five minutes. Then we can talk."

    Goh sighed but said, "Okay," and was gone and so Emma ran a bath, cranking the heat on the gas valve so that the water hissed when it hit the tub. She filled it with soap, and an assortment of fragrant spices and even a bag of what she was sure was tea. Once peeled from her body, the clothes found a home in the trash, with the sole exception of her scarf, which Emma planned to handwash in the bath. It burned, at first, but Emma gritted her teeth against it and, once she had settled into the water, the steam and heat brought relief.

    After Emma had had a chance to soak and scrub and change the water out because, hot damn, Emma was nastier than she had thought, she set to cleaning her scarf. As she washed it, Emma found her fingers tracing the outline of the indentation around her neck. Long scarred over, the flesh around the site of her injury a frozen ripple on an otherwise still lake. She did not let her fingers or thoughts linger there long, for she knew there was danger in the memory and the act. And so, once finished washing the scarf, she wrung it dry and hung it up and wrapped a towel around her neck in the least ridiculous way she could.

    When Goh came back and entered the room, Emma was clean and, admittedly, she smelled lovely. The assortment of herbs, soaps, and tea that had been set next to the bath must have been designed as foolproof. Emma enjoyed a nice bath; who didn't? But warm water and soap had been enough for her, until now. As it stood, she was unsure if she could go back to plain baths. But, regardless of this revelation, Emma felt dirty in a way she only felt when she was guilty of something and was trying to find the courage to confess it.

    This all might have been easier if, when Goh had opened the door, he didn't look so damn excited. The last time Emma had seen him, he was alternating between sullen and furious, and now he looked joyful and full of resolve. Emma was sure that she saw a fire burning in his eyes, still fueled and grown by anger, but he did not seem so friendly with the darkness that had crept into his life.

    "I did what you told me. I'm sorry it took so long. I sort of found a new passion, and it is a time-consuming one? Oh, and I got us another ally, too!" said Goh.

    He seemed like a child! A knife twisted in Emma's chest, and she gasped for breath and felt tears well up in her eyes. She had to stop Goh from telling her more, from bringing her into his confidence. She had made a mistake involving him at all, and now he had involved more people.

    "Goh. I'm sorry. But this must stop here," was all Emma could say.

    Goh barked a short laugh, one Emma recognized, the sort that came out when one was brought up short. The kind that was born out of enthusiasm squashed and stomped by some jaded asshole.

    "What are you talking about?" said Goh, his voice soft, tender.

    "I can't work with you on this. I'm sorry. I think it will end poorly," said Emma, clenching her fists tight, trying to hold herself together.

    "You haven't even heard what I've found yet. And, like I said, I've found us another ally. She's the one talking to Lyceum now," said Goh.

    "Then you should be with her. The boss won't have a choice but to let you in on this since I already put you to work. She'll get things done. I'll only fuck it up more," said Emma, her voice catching, a hiccup punctuating her words. Damn it, she thought, hold it together, why can't you keep it together?

    "I don't—" Goh began, but Emma finished with tears and shaking fists.

    "Damn it. And damn you," Emma cursed, "I didn't want you to see this or see me."

    Goh, who had seen Caitlyn sobbing in a closet, her whole body wracked by her crying, as if it all came in waves and crashed upon her, felt the fracture in his heart splinter. Twice now, he had had a moment of realization at the precipice of tears himself. With Caitlyn, Goh realized he had fallen in love, and with Emma, he had found a friend, even if she frightened him half to death by virtue of her trade. Bearing that all in mind, and feeling as fragile as paper with a few drops of water fallen on it, Goh stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Emma. She did not resist it, but nor did she sink into it. She froze in place there in his embrace, the sudden action drying up the well of tears she had to cry and bringing her back to her senses.

    "Uhm," said Emma.

    "I'm sorry," said Goh, letting her go, "You aren't the first person I've had cry in front of me. Last night was a rollercoaster for me and my...friend. I just wanted you to know that I'm here for you if you want that."

    "Why?" said Emma sniffling.

    "God. Do you need me to spell it out?" said Goh, who Emma noticed was dew-eyed.

    "Ha. I guess not. Thank you."

    Silence followed for a moment, companionable at first, before growing awkward. Both had composed themselves and became aware that there was a lot to say. Neither feeling it was right to say any of it because it would put out the few glowing embers of their shared moment.

    It was Emma who, deciding that it was her job as the professional necromancer to take charge, said, "why don't we go grab a bite to eat and talk about what you found?"

    "Sounds great. I know a place if you like gyros," said Goh.

    "I've never had one," admitted Emma.

    "Oh, well, then we are absolutely getting gyros," said Goh with a playful smile.

    "Lead the way then, my friend," said Emma and, with that, they were off into the smog-covered streets of Perido at dusk.

    Goh led Emma into old Perido, where the streets were uneven brick. Trees grow adjacent to the sidewalks, unwilling to be contained in the allotted plots. Their roots broke through the ground and made the brick road uneven and treacherous as the sun sank and the streetlamps winked into existence. The smog that blanketed the Iron City made it, so the lamplight was muddied, illuminating only small sections of the ground and deepening the shadows elsewhere. It was only by Goh's sure steps that Emma was able to navigate the sidewalks, dancing around passersby, all young, many with cute, spoiled dogs trotting along.

    Emma was struck by how different old Perido was compared to the other, admittedly small, sections of the city. Whereas places like the docks and the neighborhoods surrounding the Market were built to showcase the Iron part of the city,

    Old Perido was quaint by comparison. Indeed, the popping and hissing of vents pushing out heat and the squat, non-describe buildings, the railway paths, and the electric carriages were all missing and replaced by small shops, flower beds, herbs grown too large for the tiny beds and into the cracks in the sidewalk. There were homes and apartments clustered together and made of brick. Like the walkways, they were a charming combination of lopsided and well-kept.

    Some naive part of Emma wanted to call Od Perido the soul of the Iron City, shrunken and sickened, but she knew better. Almost everyone she and Goh passed looked the same and, consequently, looked nothing like them. They were all well dressed, and, from the snatched bits of conversation that Emma caught, they were all concerned with their next trip abroad or their funny anecdote about some culture they found primitive but pure. Old Perido was like any part of Perido. It just happened to be dressed more fashionably, sported a charming accent, and was disarming with its abundance of harmless quirks.

    The smell of roasted meat pulled Emma's mind from these observations, and Goh said, "Oh, here we are. You're in for a real treat."

    Goh gestured to a stand where a pair of men worked, one shouting orders and pointing and passing off food wrapped tight in foil by the other. The line was long and disorganized, folks coagulating into groups of twos and threes. They stood and talked, and half ignored the man shouting at them.

    "Erm," said Emma.

    "I'll order. Do you do meat?" said Goh.

    "Oh. Well, of course. Whatever you recommend," said Emma, already scooting away from the crowd.

    "I'll come to find you," said Goh.

     

    
     

    EMMA NODDED AND RETREATED away from the crowds and the smells and the lights a ways. Near the stall, there was a small park, with a creaking and splintered wooden bench in a rusty iron frame. Emma sat upon it, the shadowed outline of trees obscuring her. Everything was milder where Emma sat, and she was able to watch as Goh made his slow way through the line and got their food.

    When the acolyte turned to find Emma, she saw he was having some trouble. So, she brought her cupped hands to her face and blue air into them and whispered the sweet nothings sunlight said to every blooming rose. And, because Emma was determined to remain on brand, she pictured a black rose emanating a white light, and so what bloomed between her hands was precisely that.

    Goh saw it at once and ran to join her. When he made it to where she stood, he passed her the gyro, which was warm and fragrant and entirely messy.

    "Two classics. Lamb, red onion, shredded lettuce, and cucumber. A bit of hummus and tzatziki and peppers and feta cheese. Take a bite and uh, try and hold it away from yourself," said Goh.

    Emma did as she was told and was glad of it. She swore that half the damn thing fell out on the first bite, but, through some arcane means, it was still stuffed full. This was perfect for Emma because the gyro was delicious, savory and creamy, and sour, all with a satisfying crunch.

    "This is so good," said Emma, between bites.

    "Isn't it? I had these the first time I worked with the crew in the kitchen. Excellent on their own, but perfect for when you are drunk."

    Emma laughed, "Oh, I can imagine."

    Goh smiled, and the pair finished their meal in silence. When they were done, Goh filled Emma in on everything he and Caitlyn had discovered. The young necromancer listened quietly to his tale and did her best not to feel inadequate by comparison. After all, Emma assured herself that it was her decision to bring him in and set him on this path. The outcome was as much a product of her excellent decision-making as his blind-luck at low-level espionage.

    When Goh had finished, Emma said, "Well, these are all good leads. But it still puts us in a rather hopeless position."

    Any joy in Goh's features was extinguished, and the whine in his voice when he asked, "why?" It was barely concealed.

    "We don't know where Iaralie is, at all," said Emma, grateful for the darkness in its role by shadowing her features. Grateful, too, for Goh's sorrow, which prevented him from hearing any guilt in her voice or detecting any hesitation when she lied.

    "We know they are selling him. That has to narrow it down some, right?" Said Goh, pleading.

    Emma pretended to chew on this. The fact was, it didn't. Mr. Fox and Marcia had not been so direct as to suggest that there were plenty of places to buy and sell divine beings, but they'd implied it heavily. The Faith Exchange itself was a holding company, a middle-man in their shady dealings. Marcia, who seemed to know everything anyone could want to know about the Market and its happenings, might put

    Emma on the right path. Still, she was sure that losing another memory would drive her mad. The extraction alone was painful, and Emma was sure she had screamed. Salvador might not have heard, thanks to magic, or he might have been too kind to say.

    Emma could, she thought, suggest to Goh that he give up memory in exchange for the information. It would solve the problem but, desperate as Emma had been for that information, professional distance offered her some protection. Goh was enmeshed in this in a way that would drive the price sky-high. No doubt, the Goh that would enter Marcia's tent and the Goh that would exit would be different people. Emma couldn't ask that of him; she couldn't even hint it was possible. Not after he had gone out of his way to cheer her up.

    "It doesn't. I'm sorry, there are too many places that traffic in this sort of thing. And even if that weren't the case, it isn't like we can just stroll in. When we find it, Lyceum and I will need to take careful and precise steps to ensure we succeed. And we don't know anything about who's involved and how," said Emma

    "What about magic? Surely that will help, right? You can get whatever you like with magic," said Goh.

    Emma rolled her eyes in the dark and said, "No. Magic doesn't work that way. At least not anymore. It exacts a toll. If I try to find Iaralie by casting some spell, without anything to help me hone in on him, I'll exsanguinate myself."

    "What if you had a bond?" asked Goh.

    "It would need to be a good one. Strong. Something connected to Iaralie in a physical sense," said Emma, "and I doubt you'd have that lying around."

    "Well, actually. The Church does," said Goh.

    Emma blinked. "What?"

    "Yeah, we have an artifact. It isn't anything fancy, but we've got paperwork verifying that it was passed down from Iaralie to the prophet Bolano."

    "Well, okay. Yeah. That would work. If your paperwork is legit," said Emma.

    The pair stuffed their faces with the last of their gyros and savored the creamy and sour flavors. They proceeded, then, to the trash, disposing of the wads of foil and the standard brown paper napkin. A bit of light conversation followed between Goh and Emma at the trash receptacle, all meaningless. But it was all interrupted by some odd rancor that Emma noticed, then Goh. Emma noted a distant chanting, all in unison, and that made her nervous. In Emma's line of work, distinct and indistinct chanting was rarely a welcome or good omen.

    Goh compounded her concerns when he said, "Oh, fuck."

    "What? What is it? Are you feeling anything?" said Emma, grabbing hold of his arm firmly.

    "Uh, yes. Well, you know. Protestors."

    "What?" This time Emma sounded plain and dumb as the cobblestone road, an irony not lost on her or, by the expression on Goh's face, him either, "Do not look at me like that. Hell's bells, just tell me what you mean by protestors."

    "Ah. Yes. The abridged version is that there is a lot of smog overtop the city. I'm sure you saw it when you came in, yes? Well, this is a result of mining and, ya know, coal burning and so on. You don't get to be so advanced as we without an unending, unabashed march toward the future. The irony in that is that moving forward at a rapid pace often seems to exclude calculating the cost we pay as we go. Or, so the argument of the activists and demonstrators goes," explained Goh.

    "Abridged is right," said Emma abstractedly as the protestors came into view. Many carried something, either signs or pots and pans or other noise generating tools. The slogans printed across ran the gamut from boring mouthfuls that were like having a mouth of peanut butter to try and say aloud to fun, quippy, and, frankly, violent. One was a crude painting of a guillotine with the word when written off to the side. They all wore masks, some with goggles on, and not a single one was without a black hoodie or coat, zipped up; some had even gone the extra mile and taped the sleeves tight around the wrists and the ankles.

    "They look ready for war. Or as ready as rabble can be, that is," remarked Emma.

    "Yes. Well, these protests tend to get violent. We should probably go before that happens," said Goh, grabbing hold of Emma's wrist. He pulled her away from the street lights and vendors, moving her along with him down dark side streets, damp and stinking of mildew. She went along peacefully for a bit, hearing only the arrhythmic bangings of pots, the stamping of feet, and the uniform call and response of their chants.

    "No blue sky, no air supply," all followed by a series of no more than three short coughs.

    As Emma was ushered through the streets, the chant became a distant cry, indistinct from the bars and clubs that she and Goh passed by. The incident would have faded from Emma's mind, she was confident, were it not for the sound of screams that came from the direction they'd come. The screams were frankenstein's of horror and anger, desperation and beseechment. Emma had heard such cries before, of course, she had heard them before. She had reached into the river, where souls were wont to go, a place of change and transition. Emma had listened to the screams of the violently departed, been consul to the begging and bargain-seeking of those afraid to see what the afterlife had in store for them. Emma had heard such cries as those the protestors made. Still, she had never heard them silenced, abruptly and violently, by such a definite period as gunfire.

    That night, back at the manor, Emma and Goh went their separate ways without a word. Emma, when she got to her room, sobbed into her pillow, bunching it around her face as she nestled into it. Her shoulders pinched and already aching as waves of anger and sorrow and fear crashed upon her. There was a scream in her lungs that begged to be let loose, and, in that first handful of minutes, it was tempting, so tempting to just let it go and howl and cry and screech and every other synonym until she was deflated.

    But, instead, Emma sobbed quietly into her pillow until no more tears came and until she went numb. The part of her mind that was the trained necromancer, master of undeath, Queen of rot, and mildewy basements, slid back into place. Emma filed away the horrors of the night somewhere she might never think of them again, save for in the lonely dark of the night after sleep had lowered her defenses.

    


    Goh, who had seen this sort of thing once before, on a night out with his comrades in cookery, was left with the troubling thought that, perhaps, saving God didn't matter. It hadn't been that long, really, since he had first seen the protestors up close. As it turned out, people who took to the streets and fought tooth-and-claw, for what they believed in, dealt with the injustice and inadequacy of the world with copious amounts of booze. This made Goh and the rest of the manor's kitchen staff fast friends and friendly rivals. Boisterous challenges were called out, all of which revolved around the degree to which someone could imbibe a life-threatening amount of alcohol.

    Once enough of that blessed social lubricant had been ingested, Goh asked an eyepatched individual about that most forbidden topic, politics.

    "Tell me, Alex. Why do all this? I heard you tell your story about the eye-getting poked out by a Blue Coat in a street brawl. So, why keep doing it?" Goh asked, the benefit of memory making him more succinct and less giggly.

    Alex had shrugged and, like with any movement they made, their tracksuit swished, "You've got to. If you believe in something, you've got to."

    "Look, don't talk to me about belief. I'm an acolyte for Iaralie. I know what it is to believe wholeheartedly in something," replied Goh.

    Alex swallowed a big gulp of beer so dark that light was obliterated as soon as it came into contact with it, "I don't want to offend you, friend. But, here's the thing. It is easy to believe in something when you aren't being challenged. Without opposition, I mean, you have, at best, a ceremonial blade, dull-edged but pretty. What's difficult is believing in something despite the way things are."

    Goh was silent, which Alex mistook for contemplation and thus continued, "I'm not saying you don't believe, Goh. But theory and action are different things, and I've always found that doing is better than thinking about doing."

    "Yeah," said Goh, slowly, giving himself time to squash the desire to spill the beans and tell Alex everything about what he'd been doing, the urge to prove himself, "but you've got to have a plan. Or else you're just creating chaos."

    Alex laughed his signature laugh, one that was, at once, mirthful, full-bodied, and mocking, "Plan or no, it looks an awful lot like chaos when you are pushing against the status quo, comrade. Believe me, we know what we want, and we'll keep fighting for it, all of us. And so will the others in the movement."

    "And what is that, exactly?"

    Goh had read the newspapers and been present for the sermons in which folks like Alex were talked about. In charitable conversations, they were called environmentalists, and, in less than kind reports, terrorists, monsters, atheists, heathens, and, a few times, wilders. The latter was especially harsh on Goh's ears, referencing traveling groups of druids and pagans. Particularly those who had eschewed the confines of contractual magic and worked their magics through ceremony and ritual. Being a wilder was, at best, an excellent way to have rotten fruits and rocks hucked your way and, at worst, a perfect way to end up as decoration swinging from a tree.

    "You won't like the answer, but we want to be free of your Church and your rival, the Chapel. Don't make that face. We aren't looking to outlaw you all or anything. It would be a fool's fever dream to get rid of y'all outright, and it would be plain ignorant to ignore the benefits of the twin organizations. But it would also be folly to ignore the influence ya'll have over everything! We are an unofficial theocracy, considering the amount of influence the Deacon and Matriarch hold over policy. And the bulk of that policy is ensuring that we keep mining and keep burning up the coal in the ground and melting and shaping the metals we have."

    Goh said, through grit teeth, "Those policies mean jobs for you lot and, moreover, it is in line with His Holiness, Iaralie the Iron-Blooded. If we don't have them, Perido's flame will dim and go cold. Then what?"

    That laugh of Alex came again in response, and Goh felt his face grow hot and sweaty. The cocktail of booze, shame, and anger becoming volatile to his emotional state. He was ready, he remembered, to shoot at Alex, to call him heathen and fool, and to condemn him to the coldest regions of hell. Goh was ready to run his mouth off and back it up with his fist, which, his last sober sections of brain, told him would end with his missing front teeth and bloodied nose.

    "I already told you I don't deny the influence Iaralie has had, Goh. I know damn well how much good it has done. My parents were miners. A lot of our parents were miners. And they were paid well for years to do it, but here's the deal, friend. Wages have stagnated, and the work is deadly and dangerous. The smog is killing us all, but none more so than those born with breathing difficulties.

    "My father got cancer in his lungs, smoking habit, work, and haze hanging over Perido, contributing to an early death at thirty-five. I'll be older than him next month. And there are a hundred stories like mine and worse. And when you account for better mining technology, more sophisticated technologies, the permeation of the Market into Peridian society.

    "We are speeding toward a new social class where most of us won't have the skills or education to work. The way things are headed that'll just mean more death, more disease, and more pain. But that doesn't have to be the case. Wasn't it Saint VanderMelt that said, and iron ought to bend and be remade to what best assists the people, not the smith. For it is the job of those with power and privilege to arm those without?"

    Goh rapped his knuckles against the wood, the hot air that had propelled him forward gone. After a few silent gulps of his own amber colored beer, he said, "My apologies for being petulant."

    Alex shrugged, "All good, comrade. Say, I'm going out for a smoke. Care to join?"

    "No, thanks. I've kicked the habit."

    "Good for you! Well, I'll see you when I see you then. Which might not be for a bit, if the damned bluecoats have their way with my good eye!"

    As it would turn out, it would be a long while before Alex and Goh would see each other, the joke of the former turning into prophecy, though the bluecoats would rob him of much more than his good eye. The bar that his people and Goh's had frequented was subject to a raid on a band night, of all nights. A band called Nietzche's Kiss was set to perform some songs off their album, God's not Dead, he's in my bed, which, though utterly blasphemous, Goh was looking forward to seeing. This anticipation was, in no small part, due to Caitlyn's jealousy over his going to see a band whose members she would, in her own words, "let take turns stepping and spitting on me for so much as them getting my name totally wrong."

    The band was three songs deep when the bluecoats came in, clubs and guns at the ready. Eyewitness accounts noted that the different radicals in the bar had started in with shouts and jeers. Some grabbing bottles, ready to chuck them at their enemies, before Alex came to the front, asking everyone there for calm. This, apparently, was the wrong response, as the schnockered crowd began to shout threats and the sound of bottles breaking. Wood snapping was later reported by survivors. The bluecoats yelled for everyone to be quiet, and the crowd roared, fuck you. The bluecoats tried once more, and someone threw a pitcher of booze at them. The night ended in gunfire, the atonal sounds of beatings and bashing, a chorus of screams over the feedback of a discarded guitar, and blood.

    Everything was roped off, and a multitude of people stood around the bar, some rubbernecking and others with blood dried to their face, the emptiness of shock on their face. The scene had ended the night's planned revelry for Goh and his friends. It was not until the next morning when he was reading the paper and saw Alex's name and photograph among the lost that the nature of the event struck him.

    The bluecoats' official story was that a small number of bluecoats had gone to the bar for a drink. They were then set upon by members of the radical, pro-wilder organization rioting in various parts of the city. One of the off duty officers was able to break away and call for help, which arrived on a scene of violence. Seeing the danger and potential for further escalation, the backup opened fire on the terrorists.

    Three officers were listed in critical condition following the events of last night.

    It took only a few days before more information was released, eyewitnesses giving testimony of what they had witnessed. Theories and speculation began to take place over strict reporting. Journalists and social critics picking over the tragedy the way worms might a corpse. Breaking it down and using it to fertilize and enrich the soil so that something better may grow out of it all. It was just too bad that the ground was already so fertile and so pregnant that bones were poking through.

    


    Lyceum was difficult. Not so much because she was hard to find but more because one could never pin her down or get close to her. She floated around the grounds, sometimes literally, and vanished as quick as she would round a corner. Caitlyn found it profoundly frustrating, especially after the week that she'd had. Seeing that she simply did not have the patience to deal with this, Caitlyn ran after the necromancer with abandon. She never caught Lyceum this way, and even the occasional wordless shouts did nothing to slow her down. All any of it got Caitlyn was a sly smile, and a playful batting of the eyelashes as Lyceum rounded a corner and disappeared.

    Caitlyn lost sleep over the whole affair, which, really, was the exact thing she needed. It was like whipped cream atop a sundae, undoubtedly not as decadent as the other parts that comprised the thing but somehow the component that brought it all deliciously together. At night she would walk around the manor, eyelids sliding down for a few seconds, threatening sleep even as she stood, before snapping back open. It was interesting to see the nightlife.

    Of course, some of it was expected; people flitting from door to door, giggling, occasionally drunk. Many fumbled with locks that were not locked before slipping into their rooms' personal darkness. Other times, Caitlyn saw people stalking the hallways. People she had never seen before. At first, she thought they might be more live-in servants, but if they were, then their job must have been walking solemnly down the halls with their icy blue robes trailing behind them because that was all they did.

    Once, she got close to one of them and chanced a glance at their face. What happened following that Caitlyn could not recall or would not. She woke up when the sun began to rise and was greeted by a few judgmental glances from her fellows and sneers from a few Church members. Even the kitchen staff raised their eyebrows at her, which Caitlyn thought was especially odd until she realized she was in the cafeteria. When she tried to recall what had happened, there were flashes of blue fire, of a deathly chill, and a silence like a graveyard at midnight. There were blood and tears, regret and rage, and revenge. It made her head throb as her senses left her. It made more visions come on, a parade of tragedies and screams and horrors. There was no justice, Caitlyn heard a voice that was not her own claim, and a horrible understanding settled upon her that these were the last moments of the wronged and forgotten.

    Caitlyn decided that it was better to push these images down, to ignore and forget and distract from them. When next she saw the icy blue creatures, she decided that it would be best to keep her distance and not let her eyes linger too long on them.

    A few times during these nightly walks, she saw Goh getting ready for a kitchen shift. He wore a white chef jacket, three-fourths sleeve, with a black and white pinstripe apron. He tugged at the sleeves of the coat, frustration plain on his face, and Caitlyn resolved that, when this was all said and done with, she would hem them to help her boy out. She never once approached or spoke to Goh, partially because she was ashamed that she had no progress to report. Partly because, since their last conversation, Caitlyn was unsure of what ground she and Goh stood on.

    Thoughts like the above (see: her boy) had become common for Caitlyn, which was well and good until she remembered two facts. First, she was not actually sure that Goh was her boy. She wanted him to be, like, oh Goddess did she want to hold his hand and have picnics and do a bunch of other lame shit that embarrassed her to think about. Even if they were to start seeing each other, there was the issue of their beliefs. Caitlyn felt like they were more similar than different. As though the things Goh was wrong about (Iaralie was a woman, damn it) were details that didn't matter, didn't add or subtract from the plot, because they led him to who he was. He was cute, kind, and thoughtful.

    Late nights gave Caitlyn an unwanted amount of time to contemplate the complexities of human relationships. She often found herself concluding that they were a total crapshoot but a glorious one nonetheless.

    On, Goddess, the fifth night? Six? Caitlyn had lost count of them. On one night that was remarkable only in that the will-o-the-wisps were dancing around each other in a configuration Caitlyn had never seen, she caught sight of Lyceum walking the grounds. Caitlyn bolted out into the garden, the will-o-the-wisps moving out of her way as she rushed by. The grass was wet, and the earth soft as if it had rained recently, the stars in the sky were impossibly bright, literally. It was with great horror that Caitlyn realized the reason for that brightness was the wisps themselves. They had massed above her head, the comforting burnt orange glow replaced by a pale green that deepened the shadows. In some way that Caitlyn could not understand, they seemed to draw the darkness in rather than push it away.

    Cold hands gripped her and stole her breath and her thoughts and her mind. They took her name and her fear too and all of a sudden, she felt displaced, no sense of self, no sense of place, no sense of ever having had sense. Soon she would not even be she and would not think of herself at all. There would be a void, one that never knew itself at all.

    But then there came another light, crisp and clear and yellow as a sunflower. One as warm as a lover's bed, and all of a sudden, everything came back. The first to arrive home was fear, so Caitlyn gasped and thought, why am I hyperventilating? Who am I?

    Caitlyn.

    And after that, Caitlyn felt the cold and saw that her skin had a blue hue to it, and when she flexed her fingers, it felt as though they might snap in two. The will-o-the-wisps dissipated and scattered around the grounds of the manor, some continuing to dance about as they had been before Caitlyn came barreling through the gardens and others flitting off into the night.

    "Very foolish to run into a gathering of wisps during the solstice, you know," chided a bemused Lyceum.

    Caitlyn turned to face the woman who had saved her and felt more warmth in her cheeks than any other part of her body, "I don't understand. Why did they do that? What does the solstice have to do with what happened?"

    Lyceum smiled, "Mating season."

    Caitlyn full-on blushed now and said, "Oh. My bad."

    Lyceum let her icy blue eyes linger on Caitlyn a while longer, the distant yet alluring smile still plastered upon her face, until Caitlyn shifted and squirmed. The old, beautiful lich then turned to go and, without thinking, Caitlyn grabbed hold of her arm and felt the too soft, too cold flesh. She felt the bones also, which seemed thin, as though the nearest pressure could crack them. And she felt the power to, of Lyceum's gaze returning to her, the blue of her iris's a lonely island in pure, untainted white, and the sticky-sweet scent of fermentation.

    Caitlyn gulped and said, "I need to talk to you."

    Lyceum cocked her head to the side, "Do you know? And what makes you think I want to talk to you?”

    Agog at the response, exhausted, adrenaline-pumping, and keeping pace with her ever-rising heart-rate, Caitlyn went off. "Listen here, you floaty bitch, I've been trying to talk with you for days now. And all I see you do is flit around the manor's grounds and turn down dark, spooky pathways. Some with so much undergrowth, they look like they were forgotten about like one hundred years ago. Or go down dirty halls that the cleaning staff needs to hear about and, poof, gone! You may be a lich and a necromancer but holy shit, do you need to be so classically spooky? And, really, if you do, can you be doing something about Iaralie while you act like the hallucination of the tragic hero of a gothic tale?"

    Lyceum giggled and then collapsed into a full-belly laugh, snorting and sucking all the energy out of Caitlyn.

    Gods damn it, she thought, if I could just lie down right here and sleep, that would be lovely.

    "You've made your case, Firecracker. Come, we'll talk," said Lyceum as she snatched Caitlyn with more strength than she thought the lich possessed. The pair vanished from the garden and reappeared in a room of icy blues and lavender in a single step.

    


    As soon as they touched down, Caitlyn vomited. Having apparently anticipated this reaction, Lyceum handed her a towel to clean up with and smiled. Caitlyn suspected the smile was there to suppress a chuckle, but at least she could wipe her mouth. Trying and subsequently failing to conceal her annoyance, Caitlyn also cleaned up most of the mess she had made on the floor. The act made bile rise and tickle her throat, threatening to spill over as her pinky finger accidentally brushed against a warm and wet part of the towel.

    Lyceum had poured a pair of drinks from a decanter, the liquid light green and smelling strongly of anise during all this.

    "Do you take your drinks diluted or straight?" asked Lyceum.

    "I've never been a coward," replied Caitlyn, finding a cushioned chair to recline upon.

    Lyceum smirked, clearly satisfied, "Alright then, Firecracker, we'll up the ante."

    Bending down, the ancient lich opened a cabinet and, after a sufficient amount of time fishing around, pulled out an unopened and dusty bottle of something clear. Setting the bottle aside, Lyceum also produced a small wooden cutting board and a paring knife.

    "Mind tossing me one of the fruits in the bowl next to you? Any of the citruses will do."

    Caitlyn grabbed an orange and, with a yelp, tossed it to Lyceum, who caught it easily and set to cutting it to quarters. The lich then added some of the white liquid, which Caitlyn guessed was champagne of some kind by how it fizzed and crackled, until the green liquid turned milky and opulent. She then squeezed a wedge of orange into both and wedged two slices on the rim of each glass and, with a delicate twirl of each, proceeded toward where Caitlyn sat and passed her drink over.

    Not one to wait for permission, Caitlyn took a sip and was surprised by the way the mixture fizzed and bubbled on her tongue before flattening and allowing the strong anise flavor and the bright bite of orange to luxuriate there.

    "Oh shit," she exclaimed, "I could drink this like water."

    Lyceum laughed uncompromisingly for the second time that night, "Oh, you are good company. You know, Emma is fantastic. Smart and dangerous, a truly outstanding talent, but she gets so shy. Which is fun in its own right, of course, but rubbing up against someone so forward as you are is a breath of fresh air. Have you ever considered necromancy?"

    "Not even once," replied Caitlyn after having drained three-quarters of her glass already.

    Motioning that she should give her the glass, Lyceum set to refilling their drinks and said, "Pity. Obviously, I have my hands tied with my progeny now, but there are others. Not so talented as me, unfortunately, but good teachers. A good start. Oh well."

    Caitlyn took a gulp from the second drink, this one made with lemon. She decided that sober talks rarely achieved anything and committed to whatever this night would bring on.

    "So, tell me, Firecracker. What do you need to tell me?" asked Lyceum, reclining on cream-colored sheets that covered a divan that looked like heaven.

    "Yes. Uh, well, you see, Goh and I—"

    "Goh? The Church boy?" interjected Lyceum.

    "Yes. Him. The other one, like me, reported Iaralie's disappearance."

    "Hmm. I thought that your factions didn't mix much?"

    "Well, yes. Officially. We don't talk much during the day, members of the Church and Chapel. At least, that was the case before coming here. But a lot of us have known each other for ages, from University. Or from, you know, parties or bars. It's kind of a day time is for the spirit, the night is for the flesh arrangement."

    "Oh, how scandalous. I imagine that the upper echelon is aware, too? One of those small concessions to the rules to keep the human element satisfied. You know, a lot of institutions practice that sort of thing, religious and corporate. You have supervisors that know the rules but let them get bent so that people feel like they are at least a little autonomous. And then you have the big boss who's no nonsense, rules are rules, and the whole game is to keep them from seeing it even though they know it's happening."

    Literally, half an hour ago, Caitlyn may have found this digression a bit annoying considering how dire everything was. But, now three drinks in and working on her fourth (this one with grapefruit, the bitterness playing nice with the anise's intensity), she found her interest piqued.

    "Really? Does that apply to your firm?" asked Caitlyn, impressing Lyceum by her ability to piece together a coherent sentence, though with noticeable difficulty.

    "Of course," said Lyceum, "My firm has to be especially careful, being the best in the business."

    "What's an example? What are you letting Emma get away with?"

    "Oh, probably a lot. I honestly haven't spoken much to her since we arrived at the manor. A few passing observations or little clues, but Emma is pretty reclusive. She doesn't deal in small revelations but waits until she pieces it all together. Presents the puzzle as a complete picture rather than show off each piece at a time. But what I can tell you is that this, what we're doing, is expressly forbidden. It could get you fired and maybe blacklisted! But I'm the big boss, so I get to do what I want."

    Caitlyn gulped down whatever number, didn't matter, drink she had had and then started in immediately on the next drink, which was, miraculously, already in hand.

    "Anyway, sorry for the digression. Please continue," said Lyceum.

    


    Caitlyn's vision was starting to go. Or maybe it was her mind? Wait, no, the floor isn't the right seat, too uncomfortable, back to the chair. In a blink, she's there and in another elsewhere. Standing and holding something, all the way on the other side of the room. Blink, blink, blink. First, you are here, and then you are not, on the couch, in the bed, splayed across the floor. Blink, blink, blink, from drinkless to drinking, from inside to out and from the ground to air, and from wood to dirt to stone.

    There were snippets of words, little cut-outs from a magazine that Caitlyn caught when she came up to the surface for a bit of air. It didn't seem to mean much to her. Frankly, a lot of it begging, a little of it sobbing, and some of it singing. Dimly, she was aware that she should be present for the whole exchange. This was important, and the anxiety associated with fucking it all up was like an anchor being dropped. For a while, it fell, slowly, slowly, into darkness, into nothing, without a damn thing to snag on. And so she babbled on and flitted about like a fruit fly, congregating in one area for a moment or two before disappearing from sight.

    Until the anchor snagged, and Caitlyn lurched forward and fell to her knees, vomiting up bile and acid, burning her throat and her nostrils.

    Thankfully someone had pinned her hair atop her head messily, and so the lemon-lime mess did not end up dirtying it.

    All at once, Caitlyn's senses were overloaded. The light from the sun pricked her eyes like shards of glass, the crisp scent of outdoors and the semi-sweet smell of flowers in late bloom opened her nostrils for a hot second and started her head to throbbing. The sound of people doing whatever they set about doing made her unreasonably angry, and her stomach churned like the sea in a storm. It was only the cool stone and the wet grass, the feeling of her knees sinking into the dirt, of moisture soaking through her clothes and cooling her skin, that kept her from yarking again.

    The amount of time it took Caitlyn to collect herself enough to stand was unknowable and infinite. A thousand years passed as she picked herself up from a crouch into a wobbly stand, and another hundred went by before she dusted herself off and hobbled her way home. The sun that broke through the foliage, usually a lovely and picturesque moment that Caitlyn smiled at without fail, instead blinded her and set her teeth on edge. The smell of the food that wafted from the kitchen, drifting from cracked windows and out open doors, set Caitlyn's stomach somersaulting.

    God, fuck, Caitlyn thought as she hurried down the halls, bumping into and past people; the saying is true. Whatever happiness alcohol gives you in the moonlight, you pay for tenfold in misery come sunrise.

    Once Caitlyn reached her room, she locked the doors and beelined for the pitcher of water she kept by her nightstand. Taking it up, careful not to slosh any, Caitlyn gulped down heroic amounts of water. She haphazardly set the pitcher down and collapsed into her bed and let exhaustion have its way with her there. Sleep came quickly and swiftly, as did dreams. They were straightforward, comforting ones about sunny days and picnics, about drinks shared with friends, and late-night talks with Goh. They were all so vivid and warm, and even as Caitlyn's bladder begged and, eventually, screamed for her to get out of bed or risk the consequence, it took a little convincing. When she did finally get up to relieve herself, the pain in her head had dulled. Her stomach had settled, and so she was better able to take stock of what had happened. This Caitlyn accomplished with haste because, well, she couldn't remember jack shit.

    The realization stung and likely would have locked her into place were there not a sudden rapping at her chamber door.

    "Who's this," she mumbled, "come a-tapping at my chamber door at this ungodly hour."

    This mumbling was coupled with the thought, can't a girl slip into a depressive state without being bothered?

    But when she opened her door, she was stunned to see Lyceum standing there, a white dress with black stripes flowing all around her. In hand, the charcuterie board was balanced and loaded with all sorts of delicious-looking meats, cheeses, crackers, fruits, nuts, and who knows what else.

    "Might I come in? I brought some food. I'm sure you are starving," said Lyceum, her signature chilled yet inviting smile creeping across her face already.

    "Uh, yeah. Please," fumbled Caitlyn.

    Lyceum floated into the room and placed the board down on the little side table Caitlyn had placed in the middle of her room. The board was far too big, and when Caitlyn started snatching food from it, it wobbled threateningly.

    Between bites of food, Caitlyn asked, "What brings you here, and also, how did you know this was my room?"

    "Oh, you asked me to come and gave me directions. You also apologized for the décor in advance and, honestly, unnecessary. It's homey and humble. Less eclectic than you are, Firecracker, but everyone needs a place to get away to, a place to get away from who they are outwardly and return inward."

    "Oh. Thanks. Yeah, the simplicity really makes it easy to unwind. Not so many distractions."

    Lyceum smiled and looked the room up and down as she made her way to the edge of Caitlyn's messy bed. It was a dark room and stayed so even as Caitlyn lit the candles that she kept in every corner. The flickering light accentuated the fire-blackened oak that counted as bookshelves and caused the stones that would glisten in sunlight to emit a dark false light from within, like little portals into the afterlife.

    "So, uh, what did I tell you last night, exactly?" asked Caitlyn, awkward as she seated herself by the food.

    "Mm, that you and Goh found out there was some collusion between the leaders of your respective religious organizations. And that there is a buyer lined up for Iaralie," replied and abstracted Lyceum.

    "Oh," chirped a suddenly perky Caitlyn, "that's excellent. Okay. Well, uh, Goh went to tell your apprentice about all this too."

    "Did he? Hmm, he'll have his hands full with Emma. Tell me, Firecracker, what exactly is the plan after telling us all this?"

    "Uh, well, I guess we hadn't really thought that far ahead, to be honest. But, I mean, we can work from the inside to get more information. Goh is working in the kitchen, so he hears things and, well, I can get into any party that Mother will be at. I know, or know someone who knows, what her most important subordinates are up to."

    "Mother?"

    "Right, sorry," said Caitlyn, face flushed with embarrassment, "It's what a few of us call Marianne. Her full title is like, Great Matriarch Marianne and so me and my friends call her Mother. Or Mommy Dearest. Things along those lines."

    "Here's the issue," said Lyceum, standing suddenly, "You and Goh have inserted yourselves into my investigation. Now, officially, we don't discourage folks from coming forward with information, but this goes beyond that. You've acted as independent and unlicensed entities in this. That puts the reputation of my firm on the line as well as both your lives. You do understand that, don't you?"

    "Well, of course, we understand the personal risk. But we both made our peace with that. This is for something greater than ourselves," replied Caitlyn as she shrunk into herself some, hunching her shoulders and tucking her arms against her side.

    "Yes. The personal cost. Higher purpose. But did you think about the fact that Emma and myself were hired by your Church and Chapel and that our employment can be canceled at any time? Oh, there's the drain of blood, the doe-eyes, the slight parting of lips. You didn't think what would happen, did you, if we got too close or if we acted with too much purpose, did you? You've followed me around for days and told me all this, and now, you've left some damn breadcrumbs that those vultures could follow if their heads swivel in the right directions. And if that happens, we're gone, the both of us. No contract means no money means no reason for us to stay."

    Lyceum did not shout or raise her voice much, even as she chided Caitlyn. Her coolness was more than enough in a figurative and literal sense as Caitlyn felt the lich's words bring the ice-cold wave of shame crashing down upon her. She shivered too as the room grew colder and the lights around her flared brighter, casting and sick blue light all around the room. And when Caitlyn looked up Lyceum, she saw a wraith, her dress fanning out around her and elongating into tendrils and wisps that broke apart and vanished into nothingness.

    "I'm sorry. We didn't think. But you can't leave, not without finding Iaralie. Not without stopping them. That wouldn't be right!" Caitlyn shouted the last words, desperate, tears threatening to spill from her eyes.

    "Correct. It wouldn't be right. But that doesn't mean a damn thing to me, Firecracker. And neither does the money, for that matter; to me, what is most important, is reputation: mine and my firms. Mine is the best firm of necromancers there is. We employ only the most talented and promising. We accept jobs that no one else will, and we are contacted for them because no one else can do it. And this whole bloody situation has me balancing more precariously than I thought.

    "On the one hand, we have Marianne and Elon, who brought us on board for appearances. And, I am willing to bet, have someone to distract, redirect, and possibly destroy us, so we fail. And on the other hand, we have two bright-eyed idiots who can't see beyond the seam of their own trousers. If left unchecked, both will put Emma and me off balance and off course and cock-up everything.

    "But, there may be a distinct advantage to you and Goh. If used correctly. You said you can work from the inside, and you are correct, though not in the way you may have thought."

    Lyceum's smile turned sinister, and the light in the room dimmed all at once, the color changing from the chilly blue to black tinged with lime green. The air grew heavy and damp, and Caitlyn felt suddenly soaked to her bones. A musty, musky smell, like the forest after a rain, like a root cellar, like fresh-picked mushrooms, filled her nostrils.

    Throat like sandpaper, Caitlyn croaked, "What do you mean?"

    "In due time. But let me ask you, Firecracker. Did you mean it when you said that the personal had been considered and that you serve a higher purpose?"

    "Well, yeah. Goh and I–"

    "I'm not asking about him," Lyceum cut-in, "I'm asking if you meant it. If it applies to you and you alone, with or without Goh."

    "Yes," said Caitlyn automatically, "Of course. What's the point in your beliefs if you aren't willing to die for them? They may as well be pretty baubles at that point, nice to show off, a good conversation starter. Still, otherwise something you can leave in a box on your vanity when they become inconvenient."

    "Good. Because what I'm going to ask of you will take something precious from you, or at least I assume it is precious. Truth, it will be your life, not all of it, but some. Maybe a few crumbs of it, maybe a quarter, half, maybe all but a few days. But it will allow you to slow down our opposition."

    Caitlyn said nothing, only nodded, unable to comprehend or calculate the value of life in that way, unable to even believe that it would shake out the way Lyceum forewarned. That was the rub, wasn't it? The more trauma and tragedy that came Caitlyn's way, the less she believed that any of it actually affected her. She couldn't think otherwise because to do that, to try and calculate the cost of all that had happened and was still to come, would be worse than death. At least, Caitlyn thought, if I die, it won't be my problem.

    


    The Church of Iron was about as welcoming as Emma expected a place named after the cold, drab metal. The idea that it needed to be as large as it was to accommodate all the acolytes seemed impossible. On their approach to it, Goh felt the need to point out all the different Church-owned buildings and their purpose.

    “Most of the most immediate buildings are living quarters," Goh had explained, "and as you go down the row, less and less are directly affiliated with us. Like, you've got the donation centers that take in food and clothing and distribute it. Then you've got the gift shops, a little source of income that we use to fund the Church. And then, further down, almost out of sight, you have regular shops who sell basic goods. We've even got a coffee shop."

    "Why all the different storefronts and properties?" Emma asked.

    Goh shrugged, "We've got to keep everything running, I suppose. The Church has a lot of acolytes and does a good deal for the community. Keeping up on all that when you're as big as we are can be a challenge. Or, that's what I've been told."

    Emma suspected that the Chapel was much the same. A part of her didn't understand the need for either religious organization to submerge themselves so thoroughly in capitalism. It felt perverted, as though it tarnished a thing that was supposed to be pure. But then, Emma thought back to the histories she had read about the Church and Chapel and, truth be told, both had done right by the people of Perido. The Church, especially, was committed to hands-on work with those most in need. Perhaps, Emma mused, such old ideas about what faith should look like got in the way of good praxis. The need for inventive, bold minds at the forefront of such influential organizations would prove mandatory to improve life quality.

    These thoughts brought up an important question. The Church and Chapel's current leaders would have to go, and chances were good that a more extensive purge would follow. Whatever Elon and Marianne's intentions, they came from a long line of unbroken, unquestioned tradition. Each had played the game well enough to become exemplars of their faith, and they had used their power to infect everything. When Emma thought about it, she was sure that cancer had spread into the bodies of both factions in more subtle ways than their current scheme.

    It would take a long time to clean it up and rebuild, and if they couldn't? Well, Perido would change one way or another. Emma looked at Goh as she let these thoughts run rampant in her mind and wondered if he would step up or if he would be the right person for the job. She thought about how much it would crush her new friend to watch his faith fail and his Church crumble to dust and felt sad. But there was nothing she could do to help him in this. Emma's job was to make sure that they could bring God back, not consider what happened the day after they did it.

    That thought did nothing to assuage her guilt or anxiety, but it did keep her mouth shut and feelings private on the matter.

    The artifact was a hammer, stored in the Church's basement behind a door that had been locked. Emma's fingers still felt weird, and Goh had yet to recover his color after witnessing Emma pick the lock. The hammer didn't look striking in any way; in fact, it looked like it had been mostly rejected. The head had rusted long ago, and the handle was black save for where a hand had gripped it so long ago.

    Were Emma attuned to the more arcane natures of the world, and if she had not allowed her senses to expand once they'd entered the Church, she might have thought Goh a dumbass. As it was, there was a residue spark to the hammer, flickering and wavering inside. The fact that so little of what made it special remained allowed the specter of doubt to haunt Emma. She had hoped that the artifact would be a bonfire, one she could throw gas on. Then, she could use it to enhance her power and senses and let her awareness blaze in a way unheard of and unseen ever before!

    Instead, Emma would act as kindling. She would hope that the sputtering sparks of the hammer would at least generate smoke. If she could do that, Emma hoped, she could cause a fire. Then she could feed the fire herself, give it the food it needs to grow and roar and burn.

    Of course, the difference between these approaches was building a fire and being a fire. The hammer would, likely, be destroyed by Emma's use of it, had it possessed more power. Emma had kept that knowledge from Goh, figuring that he would forgive her if it meant getting Iaralie back. However, she would be using herself as the catalyst and, if she did it wrong, it would burn her up. It was always a risk when using magic, that one might go too far and die. That was why any self-respecting mage picked a body part to be the catalyst, the more sensitive the region, the more power. You could still go too far, but, ideally, the damage was localized. Doing what Emma was about to do would take her body and soul, every bit of it. Going too far meant a shallow grave and her name on a plaque at the firm.

    Fuck it. Emma wouldn't make partner if she didn't make a bold move from time to time. Playing it safe was for people satisfied with middle-management. Emma wanted to smash her name into the annals of history, and saving a God or burning up in the process would undoubtedly do that.

    "Whose hammer was this?" Emma asked as she wrapped her hand around its handle. It was warm, as though it had only moments ago been pulled away from the forge.

    "Saint Jacobs. They were responsible for building the flame that sits at the heart of Perido. That hammer helped to shape the Furnace that the fire resides in," explained Goh.

    "Amazing. This is quite the artifact, then. A tangible symbol of the bridge between the old, near-forgotten Perido and the one we are standing in," said Emma, breathless. She felt herself start to perspire, the hammer growing hotter, hotter in her hand. Yet, it did not burn her.

    "Are you okay?" asked Goh.

    "I don't know," said Emma, breathing hard. The room she was in had vanished. Now, before her blazed a fire, blue and all-encompassing. As Emma stared into and felt drawn forward, she realized she had made a miscalculation. The spark she had felt was not the dying embers of the power within the hammer but the tenuous connection to the great fire that kept Perido automated. When Emma had touched it intending to use its power, she had bridged the gap between the Great Furnace and the hammer.

    "Goh," said Emma, who was now soaked and sweaty and starting to glow orange, "I wish you'd told me about this hammer before now."

    And then Emma erupted in fire, cherry red, and untamed. Goh screamed her name but was forced away by the heat. The roar of the fire was deafening, but Goh was, nonetheless, sure he could hear Emma's scream as the flames took her. The poor acolyte stood by, watching in horror as his friend and his chance to find God burned to ash.

    Emma could not hear Goh's screaming or the horrible sobbing that followed. Too bad, too, because she would have loved to have something to tease him over. In Emma's opinion, a good friend was one you could tease over displays of affection.

    The only thing Emma could hear was the fire, the steam that escaped and was pushed through the vents, and the wind that billowed into stoke the fire. Everything about this should have been impressive to her. She stood before the heart of Perido, burning away. The power which surrounded her was profound. It was, Emma knew, the marriage between the divine and the mortal, and it was glorious.

    It would have been great, except for all the sweat. Emma hated when she got sweaty because when she perspired, she got sticky. It was a terrible experience. The fact that she was in the presence of something unique and fantastic did nothing to mitigate how gross she felt.

    Oh well, Emma thought, the only way to get through this is to get it over with.

    Emma shut her eyes and let herself go. This part always reminded her of meditation. The idea was to dissolve herself, acknowledge, and, ultimately, let go of her thoughts.

    Can I do this? A thought. Let it go.

    Will I burn? A thought, let go.

    Do I deserve to be a lich? Let it go.

    Should I be doing this? Toying with something so special to cover my ass. Mishandling this could taint it. A small blemish, sure, but one drop of blood in the water is enough to call in the sharks.

    An important thought. One that Emma felt she really ought to consider. Let. It. Go.

    And with that, Emma felt the source of the flame, the tinder which started it. There were no words to describe what she stood before, and that death of language was so beautiful that Emma wanted to weep. But, there was no time for that. So, instead, Emma took hold of the power in front of her, imagining that the abstract force in front of her was the hammer in the basement.

    Emma was big then. Her being expanded to fill up the city, she was a part of every home and business. The whispers, the secrets, or every person were all in her ears and in her mind. Emma felt the citizens of Perido walking through the city, felt their weight, and knew their hopes and desires. It was all so much to take in. The heft of everything threatened to crush her, to grind her down into dust. There was more too, a procession of ghosts, the sounds, and impressions of every moment, big or small, the life of every Peridian. They were all treated with equal weight, despite being so little, and, in that messy parade of history, Emma began to see the shape of the present come into focus. All those tiny moments, those individual choices, comprising the details to a picture that, until now, was too large to ever see.

    Block it out. Let it go.

    There was only one thing Emma needed to find; everything else was meaningless. In her mind, she imagined all the bright spots of Perido dimmed. She thought of Iaralie and called them God and believed, at this moment, in their incredible power and grace. The embers of the Furnace responded to this desire to seek its creator and so brightened one part of Perido in particular. It burned the name and location of that place into her mind and impressed Emma what she would find there. When it was done, Emma let go of the hammer, of all that power, and was grateful when it let go of her too.

    


    Goh could not believe his eyes. The fire was gone, and, standing there, dripping sweat, and panting, was Emma. Aside from being soaked, she looked as though she had never been ablaze by the most intense fire Goh had ever seen.

    "Emma?" Goh croaked out.

    "Hey," said Emma, meekly, "why do you look so surprised to see me?"

    "You were on fire," said Goh, "I thought you were, well, I imagined you'd melted."

    "Oh," said Emma, "No. I'm here. And I'm gross. Can you help me get home?"

    "Yeah, of course."

    Goh grabbed Emma's arm and put it around his shoulders. He did his best to suppress a grimace at the feeling of her damp body brushing up against his. Her stink was almost overwhelming, and it took all Goh's grace to keep his face neutral, especially as Emma leaned into him. Over and over, in his mind, he tried to remind himself that she had nearly died to help him, and it would be impolite to ask what she had found out.

    "I'm sorry. I know this has to make you uncomfortable," said Emma once they'd made it outside. The light summer breeze that passed over them felt better than any sex she had ever had.

    "Don't worry. It doesn't bother me any," said Goh as he hailed a carriage.

    "Goh, I can smell myself," said Emma with a laugh.

    She got a laugh in return at that and, once a carriage pulled up, Goh helped her inside. Once Emma was off her feet, a sense of self awareness returned, and so she scooted to the far end of the seat and leaned against the door. The ride to the manor was not a long one, only a dozen or so minutes, but Emma managed to doze for the whole ride.

    When they'd made it back, Goh jostled her awake, "Hey, let's get you to your room, yeah?" he said, gentle.

    "Yeah. I need an herbal bath and a solid twelve hours rest," said Emma.

    As the pair made their way toward Emma's door, Goh was keenly aware of the eyes that were upon them. Unlike when he and Caitlyn had been seen together, people actually sneered. Jaywalking hurt your standing and was a mark against you, for sure, but everyone did it when they thought they could get away with it. But this, what Goh did now, was like being drunk in public and pissing in the streets. No subtle symphonies or moving melodies could deprogram years of learned aversion totally. As such, seeing an acolyte of Iron be so friendly with a necromancer made everyone's lip curl in disgust.

    Goh, for his part, didn't care about the opinions of his colleges and ideological rivals. All that he was concerned over was the rumor mill. He didn't need Caitlyn thinking that he was interested in Emma as anything beyond a friend. He would need to get out ahead of this by mentioning this endeavor to her when he saw her next.

    Emma was too tired to notice the stares she and her friend attracted, which was well enough. Even should she have been in full possession of her faculties, Emma would have turned her nose up to the gawkers. Hell, maybe she'd have pulled a pile of gelatinous flesh and jellied bone marrow from her satchel and set them walking beside her. Such behavior wouldn't have garnered her much respect, but then Emma found respectability politics to be utter shit.

    "I know you want to ask what I found out, so ask," said Emma.

    Goh sighed, "Did you find Him?"

    "Oh yeah. I know exactly where they've got Iaralie. The Furnace told me everything I needed to know," said Emma.

    Furnace? Goh filed that away under, ask when God is back in heaven, and said,"Where? Where is Iaralie?"

    They were in front of Emma's room now, and as such, she had stopped using Goh as a crutch. She had cooled down and was shaking now. Her own smell was starting to give her a headache, and all Emma wanted to do was take a soothing bath and sleep. She had put in a full shift, and it was time to clock out.

    "Give me some time to recover, Goh. And plan. I know you want to wrap things up, now that we're so close. But I need to recover my strength and recruit some allies," said Emma.

    "I'm sorry, I know you are probably right  But we don't have all the time in the world here. Any day now, Iaralie could be sold," said Goh, panic increasing.

    "In this, I can assuage your concerns. If selling Iaralie off was the only goal that Elon and Marianne had, they would have done so by now. When I was part of the Furnace, it felt strong, not a flicker or sputter to its fire. Iaralie is still connected to it," said Emma.

    "Okay," replied Goh, not understanding.

    "But you or Caitlyn still feel, what, empty? Like your mother died very suddenly?" provided Emma.

    "A harsh way to put it, but yes."

    "How can it be, then, that Iaralie is still connected to the Great Furnace, and yet you have felt their withdrawal?" Understanding flitted across Goh's face, followed shortly by confusion,

    "That makes no sense at all."

    "No. It doesn't," said Emma with a smile.

    "But, you have an idea of what's going on," Goh said, rather than ask.

    Lying was not something Emma took pleasure in, at least not when it came to people she cared about. However, when it came to the tug-of-war between lying to a friend and causing undue emotional stress, the lie won out.

    "Magic, of course. I can't get into the specifics without seeing it. Still, my guess is that they've cut Iaralie off from their worshippers with the caveat they remain connected to the Furnace. It's tricky stuff, but not as complicated as it sounds," Emma said, punctuating with a nonchalant shrug.

    Goh bought it and let his shoulder sag, "Well. If you're sure, we've got the time. Do you need anything to eat? I can have something made and delivered for you."

    "That would be sweet of you. Something heavy on the carbs, if you could," said Emma.

    Goh nodded and started off in the direction of the kitchen. Once he was out of sight, Emma sighed and felt like everything inside of her came out with it. She didn't have the strength to feel guilty for lying to Goh about how incredible such magic was, nor anxiety over facing the mage responsible. Emma's eyes drooped, threatening to shut, even as she stood, and her body ached for the comfort of a bed. Even a soothing soak in warm water felt like too much work, and so, when Emma entered her room, she collapsed onto the bed. The last thought that passed through her mind was that she would take a bath after a nap and some food.

    


    The following night in Lyceum's room, with the curtains drawn, Caitlyn lay topless. All light had been extinguished, literally, save for a few candles that formed a semi-circle. There were dark smudges on her forearms and thighs, face and chest, each a symbol she had never seen and had no intention of learning the meaning behind. At first, she was uncomfortable, the floor cold and painful, and the prospect of being shirtless in front of a stranger was more than enough to make her shrivel into herself. But now Caitlyn was bored. As it turns out, doing a spell-like this takes a lot of time and preparation and, for reasons beyond her understanding, she had to be here for every minute of it.

    Lyceum walked around the room, fiddling about, at least as far Caitlyn could tell. But, the truth was there was a great deal of negotiation to do when sending someone into the space between the oblivion of death and the realm of God's, old and new, kind and uncanny. The barrier between the material and immaterial realm was considered more fold-over, like a blanket at the end of a couch. It was not a particularly difficult thing to breach, but, well, these modern times were not like Lyceum's days of yore. Back when you could cross the boundaries as quickly as crossing the room. Some people owned even the immaterial or at least had the rights to it, which meant a toll.

    After what felt like an eternity to Caitlyn but was honestly pretty good service considering the typical wait time, Lyceum vanished from the material. She reappeared in an intermediate plane, somewhat akin to a train station. Though, to be honest, by comparison, a train station was like waiting in a museum, always something to linger on or scrutinize. Here there was nothing except the little wooden toll booth, at which sat a spider-faced creature that rapped its approximation of a hand against the wood.

    "Gigi!" exclaimed Lyceum, "how lovely to see you."

    The spider-faced creature looked up and titled its head first left, then right. It then raised all of its limbs into the air and exclaimed, "Lyceum, my goodness! How long has it been?"

    "Years. Hundreds, surely. How have you been?" the lich asked as she strode up to where Gigi stood, though she stopped short of being within touching distance of the toll booth. Of course, Gigi's spit was incredibly corrosive, as evidenced by the shallow pockmarks all about the booth and the short-lived wisps of smoke from this most recent exclamation.

    "Yes," Gigi drawled the word with the slightest lisp, "What were you working on then? I seem to remember it being somewhat salacious?"

    "Oh, who can say? When you're as old as we are, what fault is there in forgetting some clusters of years here and there," said Lyceum, waving her hand nonchalantly. Even though she did, in fact, remember what had happened the last time she was here. Gigi didn't because it was a baby at the time, recently hatched and all.

    The Spider God, Indaba, had taken over a relatively large slice of the immaterial, owning at the time forty-five percent of it. That percent was now a bit closer to eighty the last time Lyceum checked. Rumor had it that Indaba had learned from a thief that talked his way out of their web by promising to be a good story. It seemed rather far-fetched to Lyceum, having met Indaba and found them ruthless and even cruel but who's to say? The Spider God had never let their stories disseminate much into the public psyche, only little dribblings to whet appetites.

    As for what Lyceum had been up to...well, it was a long story, but it had to do with hunting down a wayward bard. One that had been singing the wrong kind of songs. It was a tale filled with danger, romance, music, mystery, an army of the damned and dead, and a mercenary group out to rewrite human history. It was a story Lyceum had traded to Indaba within the last sixty years to complete a different job. She would never be able to tell the story aloud, not without some nasty, indescribable horrors coming to haul her off for breach of contract.

    Oh. Well.

    "So, what brings you here, Lyceum?" asked Gigi.

    "What else but a need to cross between the physical into the less than, darling Gigi," replied Lyceum.

    Gigi nodded and produced a ledger from somewhere below and said, "Okay, and what will you be giving as payment?"

    "Oh, me? Nothing whatsoever. But the girl, Caitlyn, she'll be trading in some of her life for free passage."

    "Okay, then. Allow me to flip to the correct form then, please. Yes, well, there are different rates, you know, and all based on several factors. Do you need me to go over those?"

    "No. I'm well aware. I just need to know the exact cost for Caitlyn to cross to and from on her own. She's plain, so I have to set her up, and that is a great deal of work," said Lyceum.

    "Well," Gigi drew out the work time as it reread sections of the paper before it, "As I said, there are different factors. In this case, we'll need to look over her more specifically. A divining process is required."

    Hearing that, Lyceum rolled her eyes with all the subtlety of a cat flinging a favorite teacup from the table.

    "Look, you know how the boss is. Those that'll make good stories get preferential treatment, and those that don't, well, it takes more to balance the scales," said Gigi, doing its best to sound empathetic.

    "Yes, yes. I am well aware. What do you need, a lock of hair or some other equally arcane and random bullshit?"

    "Hair will suffice."

    "Be back in a moment then," said Lyceum as she turned and slipped back into the material world.

    


    Caitlyn was still splayed across the floor as she had been instructed, although her back and butt ached. She fidgeted a bit here and there, but, despite the lack of sound, of chanting or careful footsteps, she remained mostly still. The feeling that this was all quite ridiculous had dawned on her a while ago. Caitlyn had started to wonder if Lyceum was pulling one over on her. The lich certainly seemed the type, and the thought burned Caitlyn up from the inside, turning her cheeks a rosy color. But then, she thought, what other options did she have?

    "Fucking spiders" was the first sound Caitlyn heard. And, because before that exact moment, the only sound she could listen to was wick on the candles burning, she jerked. Several candles surrounded her toppled over, spilled red, purple, and white wax onto the floor.

    "Oh shit. Sorry," said Caitlyn, sitting up and righting the candles with haste. The flames, blessedly, had extinguished themselves. Still, the hot wax had melted onto the floor and was already beginning to harden.

    "Shadows come, shadows fall. Lids grow heavy, eyes close, forsaken sun, embraced stars, out!"

    With the conclusion of the chant, the wax vanished from the carpeting as well as any dirt that had been there. So stunning was the transformation that irregular, slightly phallic outline of where the wax had been was now a distinctly different and brighter color than the rest of the carpet.

    "Daaamn," whispered Caitlyn.

    Lyceum cleared her throat, and Caitlyn's attention snapped back to her like a rubber band, "I need a lock of your hair."

    Caitlyn scratched her face in horror and disgust, "What for?"

    "What else but magic, darling?"

    "What kind? Am I going to be a puppet, or is it to make some sort of doll out of me? I have strong objections to either."

    Lyceum sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. The uninitiated could be trying and unendingly grating, "No. Nothing like that. That sort of magic is a myth, at least in the sense that most folks talk about it. This, my little Firecracker, is for magic more democratic than what you just witnessed and altogether more common because of it."

    "Okay. Good, but could you maybe explain in less vague terms? I mean, you are asking for a piece of me," said Caitlyn.

    "Sure. A spider-faced creature named Gigi needs a lock of your hair to determine the amount of life you'll be trading to access the immaterial world. There is a complex algorithm, and by complex, I, of course, mean totally inconsistent," explained Lyceum as if it were the most banal thing imaginable.

    Caitlyn blinked, "I love it. Cool. Yeah, take a lock then."

    Lyceum snipped a lock of hair with a pair of reflective, untouched silver scissors, a fact that seemed, to Caitlyn, necessary. Virgin equipment made from the kind of material that propagated many a myth and that could kill or stave off cursed creatures was undoubtedly chosen for a reason, right?

    Wrong.

    Lyceum hadn't had the opportunity to use the scissors because what do people typically do with them? Letters and crafts, sure, but beyond that, they seemed antiquated. Even when the old lich had had to consider the length of her hair, she preferred it long, and now that the whole process of growth had come to a halt, well, styling options were limited.

    With a step, Lyceum was back at the border between planes of being and saw that Gigi had slouched back down and was tapping out various rhythms, poorly, on the pockmarked wood.

    "I'm back, darling. With a single lock of gorgeous hair for you to inspect," said Lyceum as she floated over to Gigi.

    Gigi reacted with some approximation of a smile. Were it not for Lyceum's familiarity with Gigi, one might have considered the smile a threat. The chittering sounds the mouth made as the jaw quivered and the fangs wracked asymmetrically. The combination created a sound that reminded Lyceum of acrylic tapping against hardwood. It was moments like these that she was grateful for the paleness granted by undeath. Gigi loved to quote rules, but Lyceum was well aware of how petty it could be.

    Various instruments were produced after Lyceum handed off the lock of hair to Gigi so that the attendant could get to work measuring out the span and impact of Caitlyn's lonely life. The process was protracted, and moments of long, dull silences were punctuated by ho's and hum's and all manner of under-the-breath half sentences. Being no stranger to the long waits that came with any bureaucratic process such as this should have made Lyceum patient in a fair world. But, being that the world was about as arbitrary of a toddler making any single decision, Lyceum found herself fuming internally. The lich was exhausted by the whole process and angered by the attention to detail Gigi exercised on its task.

    So, Lyceum stared at the nothing around her, watching it shift and swirl about. At times the lich was sure she caught shapes being formed, a face, an arm, a tooth, a tentacle. They appeared in the randomness for a moment before being swept away by other shapes, both arcane and mundane. Time passed without interruption. All things melded and melted into nothing around Lyceum, and the old lich was sure that she could now detect the faintest hints of colors in the shifting nothing around her. A single drop of ocean blue from the painter's brush being suffused into the white, nearly forgotten but forever there. A flicked streak of greens and reds, the forest's color and an all-consuming fire, respectively, chasing and circling each other in an enrapturing yet distressing pattern.

    "Okay!" exclaimed Gigi, smacking its thin, hard "hands" down onto the wood, pulling Lyceum from whatever trance she had fallen into. "I think I've got a pretty fair calculation here for your mortal girl."

    "Do tell, Gigi," said Lyceum.

    "Right. Well. Without saying too much, no spoiler policy; after all. Caitlyn will lead an interesting, if mildly, tragic life. And you know the boss absolutely loves tragedies. So, with that in mind, I think we can take a fifth of what she's got left in her."

    "How many years does that equal out to?" asked Lyceum.

    Gigi made an approximation of a scowl which was, like the previous smile, a genuinely terrible sight, an uncanny simulacrum of primary expression, "That falls into the spoilers category, I'm afraid."

    "Oh, piss on that. How could it possibly?"

    "It wouldn't take any amount of effort to figure out how long she had, and with information like that, Caitlyn could change her story. And, well, Indaba doesn't really appreciate when their collection gets messed with," explained Gigi.

    Lyceum rolled her eyes, "Look. I'm going to tell her about you taking a fifth of her life. She may not know the exact moment that puts her at, but she'll know it'll be sooner than before. That knowledge alone will be enough to change the way she interacts with the world. At that point, what does a specific number matter? The outcome is the same. It'll all be determined by a variety of factors that have long been in motion. That goes beyond my meeting of her, her birth, and the foundation of the culture and society she's part of."

    "Philosophical defense of determinism is not sufficient for me to break employee policy, Lyceum. I'm sorry. You can tell her she has a fifth less time than she had, but that's that. The boss's view is that vagaries leave room for an individual to feel as if they have freedom and choice. It allows everything to be an abstraction instead of cold, hard math. And that kind of thing, in the opinion of the boss, leads to more interesting tales. One can fight against the ephemeral, but nobody escapes the equation."

    Lyceum stiffened. Her plan was to roll her eyes again, and with such exaggeration that it would require her to tilt her head back and buckle her knees a little, but she decided against it. She was tired, and being a shit wasn't going to do anything but make her seem unprofessional, and that was unacceptable. With nothing else to do and nothing left to say, Lyceum collected the contract. Once signed by Caitlyn, it would allow her passage between the worlds, material, and immaterial, and take away the specified portion of her life.

    


    Once back in the room, Lyceum found Caitlyn sitting on the bed, feet dangling only an inch or two away from the floor. For a moment, the young acolyte looked abstractedly at her feet, and Lyceum was given pause. She had never considered Caitlyn much before this one moment, and she did not want it to end. With a muttered phrase and a twirl of the wrist, everything halted.

    The fresh fruit, the cheeses, the meats, and the fresh herbs that rested on a platter adjacent to the bed withered and rotted and died. If the old lich had had a heart, she was confident it would ache now for the young girl sitting on her bed, so passionate and principled. If glitches could cry, then Lyceum was sure she would spare a few tears for Caitlyn. The latter, by all rights, should be more concerned with her studies. And with boys or girls or those that are neither or somewhere in-between, anything aside from this.

    Lyceum came and sat down by Caitlyn. She didn't touch her or even look at her really but retreated into herself for a moment. She was getting very tired of this—the city, the conniving ways of others, the consultations, the contracts big and small.

    Truth, deep and personal that swam within her told the lich that it was time to step down. Time to pack it in and do something else, maybe start a farm in the countryside as yet untouched, lonely, and magnificent. Maybe pretend to be an ale-brained witch in a muddy hut and advise the young in incomprehensible rhymes. Or maybe turn heel and raise an army of the undead and march against the King's of every land, march against the politicians great and right as well as vile, march against the God's too, if she got far enough.

    Or maybe have her phylactery smashed so that she could leave it all behind. Lyceum long thought there was a beauty to looking toward the next life, after living one as long as she had. A new set of adventures that had been locked away from her for too many years now.

    Lyceum let the thoughts and emotions that had begun to form storm clouds blow away with a sigh. She would allow the rain to fall later; she had too much work to do to feel right now. Then, after cleaning up the evidence of her use of magic, Lyceum muttered a few words and snapped her fingers three times, and everything around her resumed

    Caitlyn looked up and said, sheepishly, "Being on that floor so long ruined my back. I can barely bend over now. Is this what it's like to get old?"

    Lyceum smiled, "I'm not sure I'm the person to ask. My aging stopped years ago."

    Caitlyn giggled, "Fair. I might end up in the same category, depending on how things went for you. Though, I doubt I'll be as mobile as you."

    Lyceum suppressed her wince with a trademark icy smile. It passed the contract to Caitlyn, saying, "Make sure you read it carefully. And if you have any questions, be sure to ask. Once you sign, that's that. And I prefer anyone I'm working with to be fully informed."

    Caitlyn was surprised at the heft of the contract, being a quarter of an inch thick. Her plan was to skim its pages, but when she tried to say she read and understood everything, Lyceum merely closed her eyes and quoted a section. The lich called it out by number and letter and asked Caitlyn what she thought it meant. When the best she could do was give the old lich a quizzical stare, eyebrows arched and eyes tragically blank, Lyceum told her to bury her nose and read.

    And read Caitlyn did. It took her the better part of an hour. It was so dry and dull and so head-splittingly filled with jargon that all she could not stop herself from fidgeting. When she had read it all to the lich's satisfaction, Caitlyn signed the dotted line, pricking her finger and using her blood to seal the deal.

    Lyceum advised that Caitlyn keep the papers safe and cautioned her to ignore any deals presented to her on the other side. Especially those that purported to get her back any portion of what she'd given up. Gigi, she explained, is generally trustworthy, but no one that works in an office should be trusted with impunity. They are either lazy and quick to cut corners or so involved in the process that they remain attached to each contract in one way or another. Both are dangerous and present a kind of mortal peril if not handled correctly. Gigi was the sort belonging to the latter camp. Some kind of call about one promotion or another was likely to come from it or one of Gigi's underlings.

    "One-fifth of your life is gone as is; what's another hundredth?" posed Lyceum.

    Nodding, Caitlyn steeled herself, ready to cross from the safety of the world she knew into the peril of the realm of God's and abominations. But, prepared as she was, Lyceum shook her head and refused to tell her how to pass into the immaterial.

    "But why?" Caitlyn whined.

    "Because it has already been a long and exhausting day. For myself and for you. And crossing to that place isn't exactly without taxation. Everything you signed doesn't protect you from the toll. It just allows you to be there," explained Lyceum.

    Caitlyn puffed her cheeks but did not argue, instead asking, "What would have happened if I'd tried to cross without doing all this?"

    Lyceum pulled out a decanter from a cupboard and poured the contents, an amber-colored liquid, into two glasses. She filled them a little over three-fourths full and topped both off with water she kept in a pitcher. She swirled each glass separately before offering one to Caitlyn. The latter graciously accepted the gift even though the idea of the taste of alcohol made her stomach churn. After a few silent sips, Lyceum said, "Eaten. My guess is eaten."

    "By what?" asked Caitlyn, suddenly alarmed.

    "Unsure. Maybe Gigi, maybe something that doesn't have a name. Truth is, no one goes in without permission. Anyone that says they've been is lying, or they're old. Either way, don't trust them."

    "Have you been there without paying? Like before you had to?"

    Lyceum guffawed, "Oh, darling. I'm not nearly that old! Tired as I am, do I really look like my flesh is melting off?"

    Caitlyn blushed, "No, no. I'm sorry. You can't tell what with the, well, what with the unholy magics that keep you looking so young."

    The lich laughed again, "Don't look so sheepish, I'm not offended. It was a fair and honest question. No, I have never crossed without making a payment. Though my old master had, rest his bones. And if you ask him, the world behind the curtain has certainly changed." Maneuvering toward the bed, Caitlyn reclined with her drink, still near full, although Lyceum was on her third.

    "Tell me about it," said Caitlyn.

    Lyceum sighed, "You should really be getting some rest, Firecracker. Tomorrow you go in."

    "Exactly my point. Wouldn't it be better to go in with some knowledge?"

    Leaning against the hardwood table on which rested the decanter, Lyceum affixed Caitlyn with a look she had not seen before, one the acolyte couldn't correctly name. It reminded Caitlyn of the face Goh would sometimes make when he took a bite of something far outside his comfort zone. A look of deduction mingled with confusion as he tried to work out his feelings and thoughts.

    "Knowing about it before it got bought up won't help you much. It was wilder and stranger then. If my master is to be believed. But I can tell you about what it was like the last time I visited. Granted, that was a while ago now, and things change as rapidly there as they do on this side," said Lyceum.

    "That'll be a start at least," said Caitlyn with a shrug.

    “Darkness abounded for untold moments, leaving us all stranded, before the candlelight flares up and shadows bounce hopelessly around the room, hiding in corners, cowering. The performance begins, a three-piece, all singing songs of a comedic nature.

    Their once was a lass named Betsy,

    her face wasn't much to see,

    but her ass was fat as my daddy,

    So I took her to bed  with me!

    A pillow sheet o’er her face,

    And lights dimmed way down low, I started out slow,

    Till she threw it back, and with a grunt did I loose my load,

    And now, I’m married to dear Betsy,

    Thirty-three kids, have we,

    And thirty-three more are due, I’m sure,

    Before sweet Betsy is through with me!

    "That is the only song that stuck out, awful as it is. Sometimes a tune will snag some part of your brain and snuggle down in, nesting there. This seems to be a power that only embarrassing and sorrowful memories possess, as our dearest ones need triggers to be recalled. Outside the inn is a storm, and in the sky, a procession of beings march by. All are dressed in black and all weep tears, and those tears fall to the earth as the stars. No one dares to go out during the storm, afraid of what may happen if they get caught up in this funeral of more extraordinary beings.

    "All around are creatures. Some recognizable, like the rat playing bass on stage, though he is four feet tall, while others are without a name or definite shape, shifting like sand or slime. And some take the form you are most comfortable with, the most mundane to see, and yet the most confusing in any given social situation.

    "Everyone drank and laughed and told stories. In that way, it was mundane. But the peculiarities were interwoven with the normalcy, hidden behind familiarity like a predator stalking its next meal in the night.

    “Stories have always had power, belief in those stories more. And those on the other side are particularly adept at telling tales. And when you see a procession of mourners in the sky. With such great power as to create a storm on one side and a Starfall on the other, you may be susceptible to believe even the tallest of tales.

    "Everyone down there has a tale, and it is impolite to ignore them. If something reminds you of a spider, always listen to the story, for it will be accurate, but never trade with it or accept the moral it gives you. If something reminds you of a cat, tell it nothing. Never listen to it. It is a pretense, and they will eat you whole.

    "And if you see something akin to a monkey, run if you can. And if you cannot, keep your emotions to yourself, do not smile and do not look it in the eye, or it'll snatch you up and bash your head against a tree if you're lucky. Steal your face if you are not."

    Caitlyn found herself leaning forward, tense. The story that Lyceum told, though brief, had ignited a fire in her mind. Indeed, she saw the inn, heard the music, rambunctious, confrontational, a voice simultaneously husky and nasally. The smell of smoke from wall-sconces, candles, and pipes filled Caitlyn's nostrils, and there was the barest sketch of the patrons, shadows on the wall, dancing and laughing and shuffling about.

    When the tale ended, Caitlyn relaxed slowly and felt exhaustion come over her. Her eyes grew so weary that her vision blurred, and keeping them open required more energy than she had rights to. Caitlyn mumbled something to Lyceum, who replied with words Caitlyn was sure had been made up, pulled from a trashy novel to invoke mystery and magic. The young acolyte replied, or at least was reasonably sure she said something. But whatever she said—if she said anything—must not have moved the conversation forward. There was no reply, which Caitlyn was grateful for as sleep, blessed sleep, overtook her.

    


    The next morning came too quickly for Caitlyn's liking and so she rolled back ever, cocooning herself in her blankets. For what felt like hours but was, in reality, only forty-five minutes, Caitlyn slipped between dream and wakefulness. Her bladder felt full to bursting and everytime she came out of sleep, she came gasping, aware of the importance of the day. She went through this cycle several times, waking up and glancing out the window that showed the outside, reassuring herself at the sight of the early sun and by the sound of idle chatter.

    When at last Caitlyn came screaming and panicked out of her half-sleep, she swore , and set to getting herself put together as quick as she could. But, as is the nature of these moments, no sooner had Caitlyn got into her underwear and started applying make-up, there was a knock.

    "Just a moment," Caitlyn called as she tried to fix her ruby lipstick.

    "You're already nine-hundred moments late! How many more could you need?" exclaimed Lyceum, exasperated.

    "Shit," Caitlyn muttered to herself and then, "Right. I'll be there shortly! Sorry."

    Several minutes passed filled with clanging and audible sighs before Caitlyn pushed her way out of her room and came face to face with Lyceum's wintery, withering glare.

    Caitlyn flushed the way she used to when her mom would walk into her when she and that night's lover had just finished up.

    "Sorry," she muttered.

    "Well. Now that you're ready let's get you back to my room. The preparations are finished, have been for a while now," said Lyceum before turning and, within three-steps, vanishing, leaving a single wisp of smoke to mark her passage.

    It was a quick and breezy walk to Lyceum's room, one that, despite the dread and anxiety that Caitlyn felt, made her giddy. After all, she might be meeting God soon and all without dying. One part of Caitlyn was manic as hell. Meeting God was, for all but, what, point-one percent of the people to have ever lived, something you only got to do once you died, and here she was, going to go meet Her while she lived and breathed. And the chocolate sauce, whipped cream, and cherry topping were that she got to save Iaralie! Holy shit. Caitlyn knew that thinking about rewards was antithetical to the whole religious thing. Still, she couldn't help but think of the heavenly rewards that would rain upon her.

    And then there was the other part of her. The part that made her stomach knot and her chest feel tight made her uncertain as to whether or not she was about to vomit. The trigger for these feelings which so burdened Caitlyn was all of the above.

    Nonetheless, Caitlyn knocked on the door three times and, before Lyceum could say a word, she walked in. What she was greeted with was not the room that the lich had brought her to before but a forested expanse. The trees were so tall that even the nearest branch was over one hundred feet up. All the trees, all that she could see anyway, were perfectly straight with bark rough and beautiful brown as one might imagine it. The forest floor was covered in moss and leaves and twigs, the dirt soft and, if Caitlyn shifted her weight to one side, saturated enough that a little water rose to the top.

    Seeing these sights and being greeted by the musky, earthy, mushroom aroma of a damp forest and feeling the prickle of cold on her skin, Caitlyn decided that something had gone awry. She had better turn around and walk out the door she had come through. When she turned around, she found a note pinned to the door, folded neatly, with her name scrawled on it in an elegant, wispy script.

    Taking it down, Caitlyn read:

    "Welcome, Firecracker, to the Other Side of the Curtain. I'm sorry that I could not be there to walk you in. But it has always been my opinion that a person must drown a little bit to learn to swim properly when it comes down to it. Consider this me throwing you in the water. I'm sure you'll be fine; just don't lose your door."

    


    He stood in the very center of the city, atop its highest building. No one could say that Oren Loches did not have a love and flair for the dramatic. He had removed his mask to see the city with his own eyes instead of those endless insects that let him see beyond the material. His robe billowed about him, tendrils of shadow stretching out impossibly long behind him before finding their way home.

    It was a beautiful city. It had done well for itself. The people were happy, productive, and their faith had given rise to a God that supported them. It made Oren smile to see, and, perhaps, in some sense, it saddened him to be so instrumental in the shift in power that was underway. But then, Oren thought that power was as good high-quality olive oil in the average person's hands. They would all spend so long marveling over it, saving it and savoring those little trysts with it, their pallets too poor to realize that it had turned and the flavor gone sour.

    Oren donned his mask again and saw the city anew. Whereas his eyes saw it as a marvel, those deep and fathomless eyes of dream saw it as a nightmare.

    Perido had wasted its own dream, had let it recoil and mutate into a day to day nightmare. One that, through some process of compartmentalization and dissociation, they managed to believe was still beautiful. Well, no more. He would take it from them.

    What they had squandered had accrued a debt. And Oren had come to collect it and show them all the depths of the abyss that Perido edged toward.

    


    The Market was not the only place that one could buy and sell things, be they material or immaterial, the body or the soul, though it was the most direct. Indeed, though drinking from the stream was always the simplest way to get what one needed, there were still more removed places. However, no matter how far removed from the source it may be, a small trickle would inevitably lead back to where it all came from.

    Emma had a name and some critical information about what to expect, but she didn't have a way inside. And, since recovering from her ordeal, she had noted a good deal of what the Furnace let her hear was jumbled. Emma needed context to form the foundation of a plan, and she needed soldiers to fight and assurance she could get it. Captain Salvador offered, theoretically, all three.

    And so, Emma worked a spell, using a jig of sailor's rum, a few coins, and a little blood she drew from her forefinger, to find the Captain. It was a simple charm, though it required familiarity with the subject. Unlike what she had done to find Iaralie, it only gave impressions of where the subject was. For instance, if you were seeking your father, you would need to collect some of their favorite things, a strong image of them, and a clear sinus. Once you worked the spell, you might smell seawater, algae, fish, and the cool sea breeze. Perhaps your arms would burn, and sweat might form on your brow and, from there, one might deduce their father is rowing out to sea.

    What Emma felt was pleasure that made her cheeks flush and the soft caress of searching fingers, probing, prodding, tracing. She smelled sweet and sweet and alcohol and smoke. And she heard singing, saccharine and inviting, warm as a lover's bosom. Emma broke contact within a few moments, embarrassment and shame deepening the color of her cheeks. In her rational mind, she knew that Salvador would have no recourse for knowing what she knew, but that didn't stop her from fretting.

    Emma tried to focus on the good news. Perido, for all its innovations, was a conservative city when it came to sex work. In a rare instance of agreement, leadership from the Chapel of steam and Church of iron had outlawed sex work and any establishment that provided such services. Emma had not bothered to commit the reason to memory, finding any excuse to outlaw and persecute sex workers, rather than provide substantive protections utter shit. But, what is illegal in the city is commonplace on the private islands of the very wealthy. One boat trip was all it would take to find the club and the music, Emma was sure, would be an essential clue to narrow it down.

    The club Salvador was called The Siren's Cove. Finding it hadn't taken too long, thanks to Aleister. Likely it would have been quicker if not for Emma's inability to carry a tune, a fact that had caused Aleister a small degree of discomfort. As it turned out that the place was famous for its music because, like many, a former customer was quoted, once you check-in, you never check out. At least, not until your coffers are drained, at which point you are promptly booted and left to figure out your own way home. The club was built into an alcove; water flowed into it from the surrounding sea and was filtered crystal clear by the surrounding rocks.

    The building itself was immaculate in its pearly white with baby blue accent. It was a sight of pure excess and, so far as Emma was concerned, an abhorrent byproduct of backward policy. She knew she ought not to think about it much. Still, the moment Caitlyn entered into the Siren's Cover and saw the high vaulted ceilings, heard the charming music, and saw the workers walking naked, she couldn't help herself. The power was right there for Emma to grab hold of. She knew it wouldn't take much to empty this place, to bring it crashing down. It would feel great, destroying something like this, something designed to be an alternative market.

    It would be so easy to burn down a symbol like this, and Emma knew she would feel so right, so justified.But then, what would that really do? Push out all these workers? Give some journalists a week's worth of easy editorials? Make life harder for people trying to make ends meet while being a mere thorn to those with the capital to build such a place? No, this, too, would be stuffed down, stored deep down in the soul, where it would chew holes in Emma like a moth trapped in the closet.

    Dealing with the Captain was likely a delicate situation considering he was still angry with Emma. The young necromancer imagined that interrupting his more perverse fetishes wouldn't exactly endear her to him. But, she had only a few days to get this worked out, so it would have to be done. A knock on the door, a shout, some giggles, and a yelp were the start of their interaction. The screams only grew louder, and the laughs less the more Emma knocked on the door before Salvador answered, saw it was her, scowled, and told her to give him a moment.

    "I'll not be going with you on some fool's adventure into the deranged depths of capitalism again," said Salvador testily, after Emma had explained the reason for her business.

    "I understand your hesitation, but I need you and your crew for this. And I need any information about Illustrium & Sons that ya'll have," said Emma.

    "And what makes you think I know a damn thing about, what's the name, Illustrium & Sons?"

    "Come now. Don't treat me like I'm an idiot. You are a damn fine pirate and ambitious as hell. You aren't stealing spices and tobacco, Salvador. Not if you are in a place like this."

    Salvador sniffed, "Fair point, ma'am."

    Emma smiled, "So, will you help me, then?"

    Salvador chewed at the inside of his cheek, "Yes. But to get involved with you and yours is going to cost extra. And not just from your employer, but for you, Emma Elric."

    Emma felt cold fear lodge itself in her chest. She had had every confidence that she would be able to convince Salvador to work with her, and perhaps she had expected him to want something in return. However, Caitlyn did not expect that it would come at her personal cost. At worst, she had hoped that she would have to convince Lyceum that, due to his gallant efforts, the good Captain was owed more than he was initially promised.

    "What is it you require?" asked Emma, keeping the fear from her voice.

    Dressed now, Salvador smiled and, pointing one of his fingers in answer to her question. As he simply stood there, his eyes alight, his expression one of good humor,

    Emma did not react. At last, he made his intention clear and confirmed the anxiety that had started to simmer inside Emma's stomach.

    "It is you that I require, Emma."

    "Excuse me?" said Emma, suddenly afraid for her well being. Her mind reeled with the possibilities behind the statement.

    "Don't look so doe-eyed, girl," said Salvador, looking at her face, still smiling, "I don't plan to take you as a concubine or any such thing. I simply desire your service. One year to be exact."

    "What is it you could want with a bureaucrat such as myself?"

    "Don't sell yourself so short. You are more than a simple pencil pusher. You have been clever at least twice now in my presence, and I am always in need of clever people. Besides, you require more than the tutoring of a necromancer. You are young and, frankly, foolish.

    And I would take great pride in curing you of this affliction."

    Salvador sat languidly as he said this, stretching out over the fine velvet chair, one bare foot dangling in the air. He let silence fall between them like night, even looked away, letting Emma stand and occasionally fidget. For her part, she felt like she was alone under a gaslamp on a strange, dark street, the faces of passersby strange and contorted and sneering.

    Emma stood there for several minutes, fidgeting and uncomfortably aware of her own body and its relation to the space around her. If she had the power, she would have shrunk herself down to the size of an ant or cockroach and then scuttled off, hiding in the baseboards or under a mattress.

    "Well? I'm sorry to rush you, my dear, but I need an answer. You've interrupted enough of my leisure time as is."

    Emma sighed audibly, a long woosh of air seeming to comprise all of the oxygen in her body. She looked deflated but said, with a firmness that impressed Salvador, "Just give me the information. You know as well as I do that I have no recourse but to accept your offer."

    Salvador clapped his hands together, suddenly coming to his feet, "Good! I'm glad we see eye to eye on this. Now, as far as what and who me and mine do our business with, I can't say I have the details memorized. But, we do keep a ledger. It is good practice to keep track of the people and businesses willing to work with you. Let that be your first lesson. Always keep a list."

    With that, Salvador gave Emma the name of a boy, around her age though of lower standing than her newly acquired position, and sent her to meet him.

    


    Okay. Well, that certainly was a twist. Caitlyn felt betrayed and felt her chest tighten and her shoulders tense. For more than a few minutes, she stood, still as she could, which was not something that came naturally to her. Caitlyn breathed, eyes closed, focusing on inhaling and exhaling, letting the thoughts that entered her mind flutter away without netting them and pinning them down. It was a mixed bag as far as how well it worked. On the one hand, the tightness in Caitlyn's chest had eased up a bit, and her breathing didn't feel labored. Still, when she inhaled, she felt a sharp pain in her shoulder blade, resulting from a muscle spasm triggered by anxiety.

    With a shaky breath, Caitlyn opened her eyes and looked at the door, thinking how she could remember where to find it when, a few inches to the left of her head, a rock slammed into the door. Another rock followed soon after, this one smacking her in the left shoulder. Then another, grazing the back of her ear, and then more than she could count, most missing but the couple that did connect, leaving welts and causing Caitlyn to cry out in pain. She didn't even bother to see what was throwing the rocks. Instead, Caitlyn darted past the door, running into the surrounding forest. The thunk or rocks smacking against bark or the hiss of them burying themselves into piles of dead foliage chasing her as she ran deeper in.

    Eventually, Caitlyn glanced back and saw something swinging from trees and racing across the floor. Only parts of it made sense to her.

    Long and furry arms, faces that seemed human at a glance but with large, sharp teeth and torsos like a snake, their bellies this, armored. They slithered across the ground or else flung forward, the weight of their lower bodies propelling them through from one far off branch to another.

    Shit, shit, shit, Caitlyn thought as the ones swinging above her started to pull ahead, and the ones at her back got close enough to lick her heels. She turned abruptly, grabbing hold of a tree trunk and using her momentum to push her forward. Above her, she heard hollering and hooting as branches snapped and came crashing to the ground. The beasts were reorienting themselves above and would, in a few moments, overtake her. Though that didn't matter much, considering that the ground forces made the turn and were nearly upon her.

    Of course, that didn't matter much either because Caitlyn's chest had become a furnace. Her legs burned and ached and threatened to buckle with each stride she made. She couldn't catch her breath, and her heart was hammering against her breast with such intensity that she was sure it would burst forth and fall to the forest floor.

    Two whole minutes and she was fucking dead. Great. Good. You love to see it.

    "Girl. Down," called a gruff voice at her side.

    "Huh," Caitlyn managed to exhale, sure she heard things.

    With a tug, the fat, dirt-brown rabbit drew Caitlyn's gaze toward him. With one finger the rough size and shape of a shallot, they pointed toward a series of holes in the ground that Caitlyn was rapidly passing by.

    "Stop yourself and get in the hole, girl. Or the bigboyamos will gobble you up!"

    Caitlyn did not bother to question the logic of what was happening around her; if she did, she knew she would seize up. So, instead, Caitlyn turned heel, running toward the hole she was sure she could not fit in. Heart pounding and every part of her brain screaming that she was a dumbass, Caitlyn leaped for one of the holes. She shut her eyes as she sailed through the air, imagining herself falling short, being stuck in the hole. Or else imagining the bigboyamos dragging her body and lifting it to slam it against the trees into she was a pulpy mess.

    None of that happened. Instead, when Caitlyn opened her eyes, she was in total darkness, and there was an odd silence about her. If not for the hammering of her heart and the burning of her chest, she would have thought she had died.

    Then a light flared into existence around Caitlyn, and she found herself surrounded by furry creatures of all kinds. Mice and rats and rabbits, ferrets and guinea pigs, and a few rude looking badgers. The sight made Caitlyn's head swim and, before any of the animals that surrounded her could say a single word, she fainted.

    When Caitlyn awoke, there were more furry creatures around her than before, and the light had dimmed a little. A saucer of water next to a pile of nuts and berries sat next to her. Without being offered any, she gobbled up the food and slurped down the water quick as she could.

    "I'm glad to see ya have a healthy appetite, girl," came the gruff voice of the rabbit that had told her to dive into the hole she was apparently inside of.

    Caitlyn said nothing but simply allowed her face to convey the stupor she had found herself in.

    The rabbit laughed, "My name is Zef. This here is my hole and all the holes around it are mine too. Dug every last one myself."

    Caitlyn nodded, "And how did I fit in here?"

    It was a question worth all the gold in the kingdom. Caitlyn was, after all, the same size she had been when she dived for the hole, just as the rabbit—Zef—and all the other furry creatures she had seen were the size they were supposed to be. A part of Caitlyn dreaded letting the question escape her. She feared the answer would send her over the moon and out drifting into space, launched into a vast blackness from which she could never return.

    "Here on this side of things, we don't follow the same rules. Size is more a guideline than a hard and fast rule. You fit because I let you in, and so now you fit," explained Zef as if it were the most logical thing in the world.

    "Oh," was all Caitlyn could manage to mutter.

    "So, what brings you to our side of the coin, eh?" asked Zef, taking a seat across from Caitlyn.

    "Uhm. I'm here on assignment to find someone."

    "Assignment, huh? I imagine you're with one of those firms then; them's the only folk that come here looking for anyone or anything. I'd seek new employment if I were you, though, girl. We can all smell how new you are and, well, everyone wants a piece of something—or someone—when it is new. Figurative and literal, I mean that, so you know."

    “I'll keep that in mind, thank you," said Caitlyn, doing her best to sound grateful, "once I'm done with this mess, that is."

    Zef harrumphed as he produced a slender pipe and lit it with a flame that Caitlyn was pretty sure was produced at the tip of his finger. He puffed on it a few times, blowing out rings of smoke small enough to fit snugly on Caitlyn's pinky, and slouched back, expression distant and serene. He offered the pipe to Caitlyn at one point. She waved it away, at which Zef shrugged and drew deeply from it, filling his lungs and breathing out enough smoke to shroud the whole hovel and smudge the shapes of everything in it.

    "Tell me, girl, who exactly you're looking for here," said Zef, still puffing away on his pipe.

    "Oh. I'm not really sure I should," said Caitlyn, "My assignment is a dangerous one, you know. And you've helped me so much as it is. I would hate to involve you in my affairs."

    "I'm sure you would," said Zef, and though Caitlyn could no longer see the rabbit, she was sure that he smirked, "And help you we have. But free is not the cost of our help. We aren't so vicious a clan as some, so we ask after your purpose, and that is all. But we can take other things if that's your preference."

    Eyes red as roses burned a hole into the smoke all around Caitlyn. Lines of blood, thin and thick alike, hung on invisible chins, droplets of red falling off and vanishing. In the smoke, there formed visions of too-long teeth ripping and tearing with great effort into the flesh of the helpless, the unsuspecting. Caitlyn's stomach churned, and she paled. It was so profoundly wrong to watch as the wrong sorts of teeth tore at flesh and chewed, as the sinful mouths filled themselves with meat and blood and fat and flesh and the wrong stomachs grew full and bloated.

    The scene subsided, and the smoke cleared some, and, speaking with the same gruff but friendly voice he had maintained through the whole exchange, Zef said, "So. Why are ya here, eh?"

    With no other options and sufficiently sickened and fear-stricken, Caitlyn explained. She told the whole tale as she knew it, and she said it quickly, peppering in only little embellishments. And when she was done, Zef and his rabbits and ferrets and mice and rats sat in contemplation. Though Caitlyn was loath to admit it, she felt a pressure release from her chest, as if there had been air trapped in her lungs, straining them. With the telling of her stories, she had finally, blessedly, been able to breathe out.

    "Looking for a God is tricky business in the best of situations. Doing it when ones been bound up, well now, that's suicidal," said Zef, who now rested on his haunches, his children scattered around him in a pile. They would be cute, the little balls of fluff, if Caitlyn didn't know of the zeal they attacked human flesh with.

    "Why is going after Iaralie any more dangerous than anything else here? I came through the door and was immediately attacked by whatever those things were. And then I was saved by a colony of flesh-eating furballs. Like, how? How is it more dangerous than this place has already proven to be?" Caitlyn sounded exhausted, frustrated because she was both those things and all of her words escaped her like steam from a tea kettle, at first a hiss and then a piercing scream.

    Zef smiled, not unkindly, and said, "The answers to those questions will cost you."

    Caitlyn didn't bother to suppress her eye roll, "I already told you my tale. And getting answers to those questions doesn't matter enough to me to lose the fingers on my dominant hand or whatever other arcane shit you've got in mind."

    "Ahh, but the answer to those questions will clear the brush and reveal the path, girl. You may not want to play any games, but games are how we operate here. We trade, or we take, we play, or we fail," said Zef, his rough voice sinister and simmering.

    Caitlyn chewed on the inside of her cheek. It was true that she didn't know what the hell she was doing here. Caitlyn had no idea what to do other than walk and, well, even then, which direction should she choose? How would she find Iaralie? Shit, even when she did, how was she getting back to the door she came through?

    Caitlyn sighed. She did not have the energy to perform the mental gymnastics that let her tell herself she was in control. At this moment, Caitlyn knew she was stuck with the furry monsters. And suppose she was stuck with them in this dirty hovel. In that case, she may as well get information because, at this point, even the wrong direction was better than no direction.

    "Okay. Sure. I'll play along. It isn't like I have other options anyway," said Caitlyn, bitterness souring her typically sweet voice.

    Zef smiled, "Excellent. You said you didn't want anything arcane. I can't promise that, but I can promise you that we are straight shooters here. No clever words or strange tasks, nor puns, double entendre, or any of the boring shit. In my hole, we do things simply, and what could be more simple than a game of checkers?"

    


    It had been something in the preamble that had first set Caitlyn on edge, well, that and the general feeling of anxiety that came anytime she was put on the spot. The rules that she and Zef had agreed upon didn't help the matter, either, that was for sure. If she won, then she'd get three questions answered at no extra cost. If she lost, she was to stay in the hovel for three seasons, which Caitlyn took to mean something like autumn, winter, and spring. Still, when she mentioned this, Zef smiled at her in a way that made her feel childish for assuming such a thing.

    Setting up her pieces—she had chosen red—had been enough to turn her cheeks a ruddy red. Caitlyn's first few moves were with shaking heads and a stomach that felt as hollow as an oil drum. Still, as she went on, advancing her pieces, taking what she could, minimizing what she could not save, her hands steadied. Everything seemed to fade around her, except for the board and the pieces on it. No chatter, no click-clack of pieces slapping the antique wooden board, not even the sound of her breathing. There was the game and nothing else, not even herself, not really, not beyond the brief sketches of thought before a move or the quick blur of a hand as she turned thought to action.

    She wasn't even aware that she was winning until a voice pierced the trance Caitlyn had found herself in.

    It was Goh's.

    The words didn't register but succeeded in drawing Caitlyn away from the game, "Huh?" she said lamely.

    "I said you should watch that piece there. It's getting close," Goh repeated, not unkindly.

    He was right. One of Zef's pieces was only a single move from becoming King, and there was nothing Caitlyn could do about it. Worse still, Zef was in the perfect position to take two of Caitlyn's pieces, which would put him ahead of her on the board.

    "Oh no," Caitlyn muttered under her breath, "what should I do?"

    "Forfeit," commanded a different, supercilious voice that possessed all the warmth and cruelty of the desert in the dead of night, "You're clearly outmatched. Every move you've made has been the move of a silly fool, pretending to be clever and brave. Just as you pretend to be—"

    "Stop! You aren't my mother; you aren't my guide," cried Caitlyn, shaking.

    Like Goh before her, the Matriarch's voice vanished and the next to speak to her was altogether different, "Did you ever consider that this is the end for you? Did you ever consider you were sent here because you stuck your nose where it doesn't belong? Or did you think I gave a damn about you or your God?

    Caitlyn covered her eyes, trying to block out the voices, trying to focus on her labored breathing. The catch in her breath as she tried to swallow the lump in her throat and stifle tears threatening to fall. But it did nothing. The voices whispered in her ear, paralyzing her so that when it was her turn to make a move, she simply sat. Her eyes shut, and her jaw clenched so hard she imagined her teeth cracking under pressure.

    "It's your move. Make it or forfeit," said Zef in a hush.

    When Caitlyn opened her eyes and looked at the board, she felt bile tickle the back of her throat. The taste of vomit, acrid, sour, spread across her tongue. The scent, hot and acidic billowed through her nostrils on exhale. Nothing registered, not her pieces or her opponents, not really. All that she knew was fear.

    That she would make the wrong move, or that she had already. Fear that her facade would fall away, her mask of bravery crumbling and revealing what? A child, face wet with tears and mucous. Her heart hammered out what-if, what-if, what-if in her chest, and as Caitlyn's hand touched her piece, she felt such a sudden pain and tightness in her chest that she winced audibly.

    This was the end, and Caitlyn knew it. She couldn't play any longer. A sudden clarity befell her, coming from the fog of doubt in her mind, and she knew that if she made the next move, she would die. Her heart would burst inside her chest.

    The tears came then, bidden by the fear and frustration that had lodged itself inside Caitlyn's chest and, seeing this, Zef said, not without kindness, "That'll be the end then, won't it?"

    Caitlyn cursed her fickle heart. What cruelty, what a travesty, what pure bullshit to have such love for her God and falter on others' opinions. Caitlyn's cheeks burned, with shame and anger in tandem, hand, and hand-making their way through her whole body.

    Quickening their pace in her heart, kissing passionately, heatedly at her head, and stopping in her mind to gossip. What is this? They say, the end? How could it be the end when we've only begun? Are we that frail, that foolish, that stupid

    No. No. Fuck no.

    Caitlyn opened her eyes and grit her teeth, and when the anxiety and fear bubbled up again, she pushed it aside. She would not be blackmailed by this privileged, effete monster, and she would not be held down by herself.

    She made her move on the checkerboard. Though the focus from before never returned to her, Caitlyn continued onward to victory by small measures. And when Caitlyn made that final move that cleared the board, she felt so jittery. As though she shook internally despite there being no discernable change physically, that she worried about trying to stand or pick anything up.

    Zef, a surprisingly gracious loser, slapped his knee jovially and said, "Well, I was lookin' to keep ya around for a bit, but I suppose a deal is a deal. Well played, girl, well overcome."

    Caitlyn nodded and noted that she was sweating.

    "What—" Caitlyn began to ask before catching herself. Zef was smiling at her, a glint in his eye, and Caitlyn knew she had almost pissed away one of her questions. Her heart fluttered in her chest as she realized that the game was never over among the rodents.

    "Question, dear heart?" asked a squeaky little mouse with hazelnut fur to Zef's left.

    "Uh. Yes. Okay. Do any of you know where to find Iaralie?" asked Caitlyn.

    "We do not," answered the whole of the hovel.

    Well shit, Caitlyn thought, good job wasting a third of your hard-won answers, you silly bitch.

    "Do you know who would know where to find Her?"

    A twinkle in Zef's eye, "Kikiji."

    Caitlyn had never heard the name before, nor had she ever heard anything that sounded faintly like it. Yet, a shiver ran the length of her skin, and her arms erupted in gooseflesh. She let her eyes wander about the room and saw that, except for Zef, all the other animals in the hovel had stepped away and were huddled together. None would meet her eye except the rabbit, a fact that gave her shivers a second wind and enough encouragement that Caitlyn's whole body jerked awkwardly.

    The room had gone silent, a fact that set Caitlyn's teeth on edge. She had hoped to use her third question to figure out how to get back to her door, but wasting her first had boxed her in. A part of her, the most human aspect, wanted to abandon her quest, wanted to quit this whole maddening ordeal and return to the world she knew. She wanted to give up the responsibility that she had placed upon herself, leave it at the doorstep of Lyceum and Emma, and let them take care of it. With all her heart, Caitlyn wanted to return to her world and spend her days like she had in the past, finding new and delicious new foods and drinks, going to parties, and seeing art. She wanted to be suffused by the pleasures of the world under cover of darkness. In the naked brilliance of day, she wanted to let her mind luxuriate in thought and theory and find new ways to bridge the gap between flesh and spirit. The only thing that Caitlyn wanted to keep from these tribulations was her relationship with Goh.

    But. But.

    But, what the heart wants is often not what needs doing. Those desires that burn the hottest fill the heart, flood the mind, and warm the stomach, are a powerful motivator. However, they do not always provoke us into being our best. Desire is, in the best of times, steel  in a spine, tighten the grip on a sword, or remove the tremble in a voice. At worst, it can make a person run back to comfort, embrace the familiar when what lay ahead is too big and scary. Or else run toward the new and exciting at the expense of everything they've built for themselves. Desire can make a monster or martyr, a dragon on a pile of gold, or a hero in rags with a sling and a rock.

    And so Caitlyn asked, "Who is Kikiji, and where do I find them?"

    


    Emma's stroll to the docks was languid, the streets near empty despite it being midday. Even the landings themselves were not bustling with the usual amount of people. The few loading and unloading ships, and those small children that cleaned and aided in repairs, were drenched in sweat. Many worked with their shirts wrapped around their heads, steam billowing gently from the tops as the sun glared down at them and boiled away the moisture. Emma watched them, running back and forth, scrubbing vigorously, the lighter-skinned workers red in the face while the darker-skinned ones simply dripped sweat and glared. Under the skinny shade of cranes and masts and the fatter shade of sails and tall overseer offices, some sat, leaning back, barely moving. A few were being tended to for what, Emma was sure: exhaustion or sun poisoning. Still, most were left alone, chugging water before vomiting it all back up.

    When Emma climbed aboard Slavadore's ship, the crew was anything but ecstatic to note her presence. Explaining why she was there and the deal struck with Slavadore did nothing to lighten the mood. In fact, one of the crew members that Emma had become superior to was so perplexed by her proclamation that they took it upon themselves to find and confirm this story with the Captain. Salvador had sent her along with a writ explaining everything he thought his crew should know. This was, evidently, not enough.

    It took an hour for them to come back, and they were ashen upon return. The deckhands that had stood around Emma, the threat evident in their posture, gathered around them. Emma couldn't hear what they said to their crewmates, but it was clear that whatever they said was unexpected and unwelcome. More than a few scowls and sneers were directed at Emma, but the crew's attitude changed aside from the general disgust. They didn't like her, Emma could see that they kept their distance in the way, but they no longer tried to tower over her. Now, they glared at her when they thought she wasn't paying attention and whispered what she imagined were rather rude curses as soon as they passed by her or turned away.

    Having verified that Emma was who she said she was and had the power to make the requests she claimed, a crusty, tanned deckhand snarled, "Go down below deck. The boy down there'll help you out. He's the record keeper."

    Emma did as she was told without asking for help. She had spent the majority of the time she'd been aboard this ship below deck but had been allowed access to only a few rooms. Thankfully, there weren't that many rooms to play the trial and error game with. So, Emma started with the nearest, knocked, waited a few seconds before opening, and then peeked inside. On the occasion that the door was locked, well, locks were already established as more minor annoyance than actual barricade against her. Most of what she found was empty sleeping quarters, storage, and a cramped looking mess hall. Only two doors ended up being answered when she knocked on them, the first by a sweating, pale woman whose eyes were bloodshot.

    "Records?" Emma asked lamely.

    The woman merely pointed and grunted to another door before closing the door in Emma's face.

    The second door, a young man with obsidian skin opened and stared, blinking at her. He was slender and fresh-faced and a great deal cleaner than the other crew members Emma had seen. He wore spectacles, large, square-shaped, around thick, evergreen frames.

    "Records?" asked Emma, doubling down on lame but direct questions.

    "Yes?" said the man, an accent as thick as northern snowfall.

    "Perfect. Allow me to catch you up on what's happened and what I need from you then," said Emma.

    "The list you requested, ma'am," he said. Emma accepted gratefully what the man, whose name, she realized, she still did not know. Things were, thus far, going smoothly with the recordkeeper. He had had to verify Emma's story with his crewmates, an understandable, if frustrating, time sink. Still, he had otherwise been cordial and cooperative in every way.

    "Thank you, ah..." Emma trailed.

    "Jerome, ma'am."

    "Jerome. Yes. Thank you."

    Emma unfurled the parchment and, looking at the words scribbled neatly upon it, was immediately given a dull throb of a headache. When she tried to focus on them, squinting and moving the parchment closer to her eyes, she was struck by intense pain. White light seemed to pulsate in her vision, each flash bringing with it a knife-stab of pain into her brain.

    Looking back at Jerome, who had stayed there, hands folded behind his back, she was given the impression that she was the subject of a small prank. Jerome did not smirk or seem otherwise self-satisfied. Emma knew he could not afford to take any obvious pleasure in his action, lest he risk the Captain finding out and the recourse after that.

    So Emma was left with a decision. On the one hand, she could use magic to get her way.

    It wouldn't be too difficult to rewrite whatever spell had been placed upon the parchment. In fact, given enough time, she could rework the magic so wholly that its ill effects would affect Jerome alone. She smiled at the thought. It would surely embarrass this lowly boy to have his joke turned against him. The jeers of his comrades, she was sure, could be harsh and would likely stick for some months if she played it the right way.

    However, Emma felt that there was a lesson in this to be found. Sure, she could embarrass the boy, could teach him that she is not to be trifled with. And it would likely teach him and, through him, the rest of the crew that it was better to be straight with her and obey her than incur her ire. But nowhere in this did she see respect or corporation with the crew—her crew.

    Instead, Emma said, brow furrowed for effect, "Must be something wrong here. A spell or something. When I look at this scroll, everything gets white, and it feels like my skull is going to split apart."

    Jerome hid a small smile away, tucking it under his shirt to wear later when Emma was gone. He said, with a bit more warmth than he had spoken to her with before, "Sorry about that, ma'am. We've got a bit of a spell worked into the words on the paper. If you look at it straight on, then it'll burn like a gas lamp getting fed greater and greater amounts of gas. You have to let your eyes slide, or that's how the contractor described it. It might take you a bit of practice if you've never done anything like it before."

    Emma made a noise and decided that she had played helpless long enough. The spell that the contractor had put on the scroll was a simple one, easy to weave into a text. It was practical yet easily broken. Captain Salvador was a shrewd man. Though she was sure his knowledge of the arcane arts could be improved upon, she was also confident that he was not so much a fool to rely on cheap labor to protect his assets.

    People like Salvador, who were self-made and self-assured as he was, did not undervalue what fair pay and good work could accomplish.

    "I'm betting there's more to it than that, eh Jerome?" asked Emma, glancing at him sidelong.

    At that, Jerome's cheeks turned a fiery shade of red, one that matched the mess of curls atop his head, and it became Emma's turn to tuck a smile away to wear later.

    "Yes, ma'am. The, uhm, the words jumble. Not into nonsense, neither. At least, you know, it's something you can read. But it won't take you anywhere in this city. It'll just set you looking for something that doesn't exist, far away from here."

    There was a twinge of fear in Jerome's voice as he related to Emma, and, on some level, she felt a degree of pity for the boy. Here she was, a passenger and bureaucrat who was now, all of a sudden, in charge of him. The hierarchy of the ship had been disrupted. The illusion that there was a certain internal logic to the way things are had been shattered. The Captain had decided, and there was no debating it. Yet, it seemed to betray everything that Jerome and other younger members of the crew believed.

    It was a taste of the bureaucratic world, of what higher management was like. Poor boy!

    Poor all of them!

    Emma sighed and reclined in a large, honey-colored oak chair, "Alright, look, I know how you feel. I'll be straight with you. I'm a necromancer; I work with a firm, Ableworth, Cain, and Lyceum, to be specific. For many reasons, Captain Salvador wants me to join the crew and put me in charge of a great swath of you. Because of the rather complex situation that I have found myself in, I had no other choice but to say yes. So here I am, promoted to a position I didn't earn and don't deserve. And, look, I've been there. The firm does this sort of shit to us all the time, and we all hate it. So a smug professional manager comes along and acts like they know how to do your job, but all they know is an office and ass-kissing and paper pushing.

    Jerome gathered up the ledger on the table, rolling it back up with both hands, and then sat across from Emma in an identical chair. He sank down into it, deflating and sprawling out, dropping his arms over the chair like they were discarded clothes. He spread his legs wide, so much so that it seemed to Emma he was in danger of falling off of it. For a while, Jerome said nothing, and so Emma let her eyes wander about the cabin. There was no opulence to behold, no trinkets of gold or silver strewn about carelessly. There were the chairs and the matching oak table in the cabin, which they had spread the ledger over. The chests and drawers which Emma had already seen were filed with a range of documents. Receipts or logs for different port cities or various bounty posters of the crew members had little x's at the name.

    "Dead. Set in a cage to starve, have their flesh devoured by birds, and the bones set to bleach. Captain likes to know how many friends are left out there chasing horizons and how many enemies are out chasing him," Jerome had explained.

    After a few minutes, Jerome whinged, "It's such a crock of shit, you know? I don't wish to give you any offense but," here Jerome lowered his voice and halted, "but you aren't fit to have any say over the lowest of us. Your fancy magic and learning may have their place on land and in conversation, but on the sea? On a ship? What good can you do us in a storm or against a fleet?"

    Emma considered arguing the point. She was, after all, a powerful necromancer and had studied years in school on various topics. While she had, like her fellow students, taken to a particular discipline, Emma had learned the knowledge was her actual weapon. Dabbling a bit here and there was the surest way to assure that her necromancy was peerless. An incantation, a few lines of poetry, a twirl of the wrist, wink of the eye, and anything was possible. Or, at the very least, anything might seem likely to her victim.

    A storm could be calmed or parted with but a word, and with enough darkness and blood and time, they could disappear entirely from the sight of a fleet. And even if they were captured, it wasn't as though Emma didn't know what names to drop and in what order. Be those names those of her employers or those of a Commander's or first mate's dead wife or child, parent or lover. Emma knew better than anyone how little it took to bring out those dark fantasies.

    Emma knew the worth of swords and magic, the power in each. She did not realize the value in the tip of a blade or the edge of a knife. But none of that was what Jerome was speaking of, and though it ruffled her to let such misconceptions pass by without comment, Emma had no choice. But, if Emma spent her time arguing every trivial point with Jerome, or any of the crew, she would never get anywhere.

    Instead, she slouched and let a candy-shell sweet smile slide easily onto her face and said, "You're right. I'm useless at that sort of thing.

    And maybe that's why the Captain wants me here. To teach me via a push into shark-infested waters, a swim-or-be-eaten method of instruction."

    Jerome grunted but did not otherwise seem pleased by Emma's explanation. So, with a sigh and a strategic lean toward him, she added,

    "That means you're the shark. And right now, you've got all the power. All I can do is ask you not to use it to bite off my arm or leg."

    It was a crap metaphor, one that made Emma cringe to deliver it so sincerely. But that did not mean there wasn't some truth to it. While she might not have been nearly so useless as Jerome thought, or that she pretended to be, it was still true that she had no power here. The crew's dynamics and hierarchies, the private struggles, rivalries, the inside jokes, the jeers, the memories, all of those were locked away. No manner of magic could give Emma access to that, and no clever wordplay could ingratiate her to a group that was outwardly hostile to her.

    So Emma was at their mercy to some extent, and even time was against her at present. So all she could do was shoot straight with Jerome and with the rest of the crew. All she could do was hope that her willingness to be honest and work with Jerome would make its rounds with the team and dislodge the misgivings they had for her, even if only a little.

    Jerome sighed, "Alright. I'll give you a translation. And you have my word that I won't fuck with you and send you half out to sea. Or have you set a course for the Stillwaters. Savvy?"

    Emma wanted to agree but, instead, before she could stop herself, said, "Why not just teach me how to read it? Then I won't need to bother you if I need anything else."

    Jermone wrinkled his nose at that and said, "I'm the record keeper, ma'am. It is my job to keep them safe and to keep their secrets."

    "I doubt the captain would very much mind if I knew how to read them."

    "Forgive me for saying, but fuck the Captain, ma'am. I'm concerned about the records. So much information, so many words, so much magic. They don't give up their secrets easily, and I don't intend to betray that. Else the next time I thumb through the archives looking for something obscure, I wind up struck with blindness. Or have some strange line or phrase shown to me that peels back the layers of my sanity like an onion, bringing more tears with each layer gone."

    Emma could only smile at Jerome's apparent reverence for the sheets of parchment he kept. There had been students at the University like this as well, those who studied the power inherent in a word. In more fanciful books, she had even read that to name a thing was to give it power, give it form, and pull it from the ethereal and make it material, tangible. And though Emma had often been called strange for her opinions on the matter by colleagues and faculty alike, she never bought into all the fuss about naming and words. While it was confirmed that knowing what to call something could be powerful, it was also true that giving a name to something could make it into whatever you wanted.

    Emma believed the power wasn't that finding the proper name of something gave it form and shape. The power came in, feeling it to be whatever you called it. In believing in the pieces of paper, tucked away and enchanted. In believing that some people were made out of mud while your people were made out of starlight. Believing in something with such conviction that others believed and continued to believe until truth and falsehood were inseparable.

    Emma ruminated on these thoughts for several minutes as Jerome scribbled down the address that she needed. When she looked at it, something on her face must have signaled that the directions Jerome had written down may as well have been drawn in runes for all Emma cared. He pulled out a map of the city with a sigh and traced the path that Emma would need to follow before rolling it up and giving it to her.

    "That should get you where you need to go, ma'am," said Jerome.

    "Thank you," Emma said sincerely, a wave of exhaustion crashing hard upon her now that the stress and anxiety of negotiations had left her.

    Jerome smiled without ease, squirming under Emma's lazy gaze, rocking back and forth on his feet and shifting in place.

    "Ma'am, might I say something frank?" asked Jerome, and, by the tone of his voice and the way he carried himself, Emma could see he had become more childlike.

    "We've been speaking rather frankly thus far, haven't we?" said Emma in her best intonation of a reassuring voice.

    Jerome chuckled, "I suppose so. It's just, well, the place you're going is not one to trifle with. It isn't like the Markets, you know. With them, they want you to come. They want you to tell them what you want and ask questions so that they can twist it up and convince you that what they'll sell you is what you're after. With these people, this place, they don't want anything to do with you. They aren't looking to sell to people that don't already know why they are there."

    "Believe me, Jerome, I know what I'm going in for," said Emma

    "Thing is, I don't think you do. I think you know what you want, what you're looking to buy or steal. But knowing the product doesn't earn you trust, especially when you're an unknown. You might know the right things to say to them, but if you say those things at the wrong time, it may as well be the same as saying all the wrong things."

    Emma looked at Jerome quizzically, "I don't understand your meaning."

    Jerome sighed, "Right. So, there was a member of a rival of our crew. Captain Finch is the name of the bastard, and his first mate's name, the one who went to these people, was named Elliot. Now, Elliot was brilliant as they came, knew when to use words and when coin to move a person's heart and sway their loyalty. The sumbitch was directly responsible for some rather significant losses on our end. The Captain used to say he'd either poach the fucker or cut off their head. Anyway, Elliot got wind of a product we were about to buy from

    “Illustrium & Sons some years back. I believe, if memory serves, it was a ring, made of woodcut from the Still Lands and a pearl set in it, the wood overlapping it to hold it in place.

    "Now, this ring cost a fortune, and, being the rumors that one often hears of the Still Lands and things that come from there, it was decidedly illegal to have it. But we were we, legality didn't much hold matter, so we decided to snatch it up for resale later on. Elliot, smart as a fox, found our seller's name and went, with their Captain's permission, to buy it out from under us. They pretended to be one of us, you see. The lovely people of Illustrium & Sons are not like those vultures that work the Markets, picking at any old corpse that comes their way. Nor do they have the resources. They do not auction nor break a contract. The deals they make are as final as one made with a mage and just as deadly should they be violated.

    "When Elliot went to get the ring, all seemed well. They said all that they needed to know the right phrases, the coded messages. Knew everything. And, had that been enough, they would have walked away with the damned ring, but, poor Elliot, their luck had packed it in and left them. Illustrium & Sons requires blood from the buyer. Not much blood, a little drip from the tip of a pinky will do, but blood is all it takes. I cannot say what spells they used to enchant their contracts, what mages and alchemists they have in their employ. Perhaps the cruel bastards of Carmoon, or maybe some from the University, though it matters not. When Elliot pricked their finger to sign the contract, they triggered the spell woven into the words and were no more."

    Emma clenched and unclenched her firsts, "How did you find out all this?"

    Jerome smiled and, as if dictated to, a shadow came over him like a hood, darkening his gaze, "The ring was ruined by the event. We got it for next to nothing. Elliot burned alive when they signed that contract, their blood boiled beneath their skin. But their soul didn't get very far. The pearl sucked it up and turned black as coal, and the white wood turned copper color. Those last moments of Elliot's life play on in an endless loop in this ring."

    When Jerome held the ring up to show Emma, a shudder ran through her body, and she swore that she heard a scream coming from just behind her. And when she turned, she was almost nothing in the shadows, though her heart stopped when the light flickered. There was a body, standing there, skin red and bubbling, agony etched forever into its face.

    Emma swallowed against her sandpaper throat, "Do they all have contracts like that?"

    The shadows abated some, and light, with painful slowness, slithered back into the room, "Most, yes. These sorts of people like their records."

    "Isn't that dangerous? What if they're found out?"

    Jerome exhaled, "That's why they have money. That's why they have roots, deep and old. The Market may be where one can sell or buy anything, physical or metaphysical. Still, its attractors are the pretty blooms, the vibrant colors, and loud noises. Businesses like Illustrium & Sons are more like grass, plain and easy to overlook, but numerous and incredibly varied if you know what to look for."

    Emma had nothing left to say, and so departed the ship, Jerome's tale and the sudden darkness that came over his face and the room lingering in her mind. She mulled over the words, chewing them and chewing them, but, as with gristle, it got her nowhere. Exhausted by the effort, Emma found her way back to her room at the Church. There was much to be done, and time was of the essence. Still, a few moments of privacy and rest had called to her like a siren to a lonely sailor, and she was more than happy to sink blissfully into the deep waters of sleep.

    


    What Zef said came over Caitlyn like a fever dream. A path through the forest, past trees that grew on and on, whose trunks were made of glass and, if you touched them, they would burn you, though they were colder than anything. There would be creatures there as well, nothing like she had already encountered, but things that flit through the air. They may stop to speak, and if they did, they would do so in riddle and rhyme, and their words would have multiple meanings. Fairies from storybooks Caitlyn had read when she was a child flashed through her mind, little illustrations of tiny persons with pointed ears and clothes made of grass, of leaves, of bones. Wings of ravens or butterflies or bats allowed them to hover, and a laugh like a tickle to the ear and a voice soft and full of mischief.

    This path would lead her to a desiccated clearing. Trees would be bent and grey, and the earth would be stinking, farting up gasses, the smell of sulfur and metal impregnating the air. There would be a structure in the clearing, one that Caitlyn could not miss, one that drew in wanderers no matter where they came from. The only way through this part of the forest, a place Zef referred to as the Garden of Faces, was to go through this very structure. It would be oblong and melancholy and smell of mildew, and when Caitlyn came to the front door, she would wake up.

    And wake up, she did. The stench of rotted wood and petrichor filled Caitlyn's nostrils, as Zef had said. She had no idea how she made it here, or, at least, the details had been smudged. Like someone had wiped away the ink on paper before it had a chance to dry, leaving only a vague impression of what was. Her head ached, the distant boom of thunder periodically thudding against the insides of her skull. Caitlyn realized she had not eaten or drunk anything since masturbating early that day, assuming it was still the same day. She sighed at the realization and felt the familiar bubbling of anger as her stomach grumbled. Caitlyn was not the type that thrived on an empty stomach, her anxieties that typically kept her mouth and wit in check being overwhelmed by exasperation.

    There was nothing for it, though, at least nothing safe. Around Caitlyn were plenty of mushrooms and berries, but all of them were far too colorful to be anything but poison. Caitlyn could hear the gentle rush of a stream of water in some far-off portion of the woods. Still, the idea of forging her way through the forest in search of what may not match her mental image of running water. Or what, frankly, might be a predator making those undulations to attract its supper was repugnant. Caitlyn turned to the structure with nothing else to do and took it in for the first time since returning to consciousness.

    It loomed like a drunken father, tall and swaddled by shadows, melancholy and furious and exhaling, hot, empty air from its hallowed innards. Caitlyn was unsure if the structure was natural to the area or not. It seemed at once like it had merely grown from the ground, a boil on the earth bloated with infection and puss. Like a great, lopsided, decayed ziggurat designed to be a middle finger, an intentional disruption to the forest's inherent harmony. Unlike the fungus and the berries, the structure took its color from tree bark and dirt, drab yet oddly invitational, at least so long as Caitlyn didn't look into the maw of the facility, where darkness lay in wait. A sense of hunger could be felt wafting out.

    With no choice but to enter the structure, Caitlyn went in and let the darkness engulf her and savored the shiver that ran down her spine and caused her to flinch as it meant that she yet lived.

    The inside of the structure was uncanny in a way that was quickly becoming tiresome to Caitlyn. It seemed a bit lazy to her that the innards of the structure did not match the outside. However, this time it had less to do with her size relative to what her eyes had informed her it saw and more to do with the sleek, modern museum inside the structure. The floors were polished linoleum, but not the yellowed, dingy sort that Caitlyn had seen in the manor's kitchen or in school rooms back home on the Other Side. They were the perfect white that seemed reserved for art exhibitions. A single stripe of red carpet ran the hall's length, and the walls were lined with scones, all lined with wood and with a middle section jutting out while two others flanked the back, cut slightly shorter. A fire flickered from all of them, and the smell of gas wafted faintly through the halls. This would have been a bit distressing if not for what the scones illuminated on the wall.

    Caitlyn's mind decided that they were masks. It pushed that narrative upon her, bombarding her, overwhelming her sense of place, and skewing her vision a bit. Her brain shouted a million reasons why the eyes were wrong, why they were always wrong. It dredged up a thousand examples of why the eyes could never be trusted, conveniently burying the fact that the brain often interrupted reality wrong, especially when faced with trauma.

    You are seeing masks. They are not faces.

    You are seeing well-crafted marbles, works of art really, not magically preserved eyeballs.

    There are hundreds of them, all framed, a small wooden plaque with a name and an age burned into it. Some of the masks are old and look woody and flimsy, a thin slice of dough fried and quickly turned to powder between thumb and forefinger. Other masks seem so new that the paint has yet to dry, and so the colors pop in that way they do when wet. All of them, old and new, are set with eyes that seem real, that hold the colors and complexities that are only found in nature. The mixture of honey and tree bark and chestnut haphazardly mixed in the browns, the grey and light green sometimes found in the blue-eyed and all the hues of a forest trapped within green eyes.

    The only thing that made the craftsmanship anything less than stunning was the profound sense of horror that had been imprisoned in those eyes. Each was set with dread and terror and acceptance so tangible that Caitlyn could not look into them for more than a moment without squirming under their gaze. Caitlyn trained her eyes at the stretch of hall carpeted in stain the color of apples. She began her march forward, doing her best to ignore that the eyes followed her as she went past so that there was never a space that she was not watched. Caitlyn had felt this way before, back when she was a street rat sleeping under trees. In public parks, in the manicured entanglement of shrubby, finding spaces where everyday folks with their daily lives never looked. She needed those places then because back when the streets were her home and showers came rarely, and her clothes were dirty and clinging to her by thin straps of cloth, she felt so naked. Worse, Caitlyn did not feel like herself.

    The feeling of these eyes upon her now was not dissimilar. The way that they stared and followed, the horror froze in place, piercing and precise as a pithing needle, stripped her down to the bone. But there was a difference between then and now. A feeling like cool skin warmed by stray rays of sunlight, a sensation like a spring breeze, the scent of wildflowers in all their splendor and luster blooming, the taste of honey, and the buzz of bees whizzing past. That feeling radiated in Caitlyn's chest, a little heater that sometimes went out and turned cold but never broke down. And so, she walked with a straight back, unbent by prying eyes, unburdened by the horrors another would try and pass off onto her.

    Caitlyn's heart said: I am fire, and I will not be smothered. And: I won't take your shit, I got enough of my own to carry.

    Eventually, the museum's décor changed, the pure and clinical nature of high-minded spaces in which to gawk at barely understood art transformed into the space of the obsessed and compulsive—the linoleum with its quirky faux strip of red carpet altering into the littered, pockmarked carpet. The wall-scones still existed, but many were broken or unlit. There was a drab, grey filter that overlapped everything Caitlyn saw, and even the shadows seemed fragile in this new section of wherever the hell she was.

    The only thing that could have made everything about this transition worse was if the walls that had once been lined with framed masks with haunting eyes were now full of fewer masks. But those that did hang on those walls obscured and drained of whatever softening color and warm light might have bestowed upon them, were unfinished, broken, ancient.

    They were all caught in expressions that bespoke a dread so abstruse that only the most animal parts of Caitlyn's mind could understand what her eyes saw. And, as luck would have it, that single thing that could make Caitlyn crack up, that single feather that tipped the scale, was precisely what greeted her and when she saw them there, Caitlyn did the only thing she knew to do: she ran. Caitlyn ran as fast as she could, hiccuping between sobs and laughter.

    Her mind could not decide the appropriate response now that it could no longer shield her from the horrors presented to her. The faster that Caitlyn ran, the more the masks seemed to multiply. As they blurred past her, their expressions morphed, and their mouths, oh god, their mouths moved. The people the faces once belonged to emerged from the walls, briefly connecting with what once belonged to them. Horribly, they reached out of the black hole and became a crystal ball that showed only the abyss that awaited those who ventured into the structure in the forest.

    And, unbeknownst to Caitlyn, the carpets and the wall-sconces and the frames all vanished, and she was running in a cave, damp and moss crusted, light the green of plant stems the only thing to see the phantasms by. Eventually, Caitlyn came barreling into an ovular room where a single figure stood hunched over a table. A paring knife in hand, their hair piled atop their head in a loose and messy bun. The phantasms had faded, and the light had become a cool blue that reminded Caitlyn of ice-water. For a long time, too long, she watched the figure at work, their movements minute and yet accentuated by the way that light and shadow framed them in her view. In her mind, she knew that whoever this person was was responsible for the hall filled with faces. And for the phantoms that had reached out to her and chased her.

    At once, Caitlyn knew the name of the figure, the caretaker of this place. The one for which this structure was raised to house, the preverbal gardener in the Garden of Faces: Kikiji.

    The thought was like a shout, and it echoed, the effects of that name reverberating throughout the structure. The phantoms that had vanished came to Caitlyn then in a vortex, swirling around her, around the room. They carried with them the stench of the caverns and the hall; burning wood, damp moss, petrichor, mold, rot. A chorus of voices, some in languages Caitlyn knew or, at the least, recognized and others different from anything she'd ever heard before, dolled out the same advice: run, run, run.

    In a desperate moment, Caitlyn thought she might just run away, turn her back to the figure, as yet still working on what she imagined to be its latest victim. It was only at the dim insistence of a distant and deeply rooted part of her that she stayed. For God, For God, she reminded herself and held firm.

    With the resolution she needed and the storm of souls subsiding, Caitlyn was left alone with Kikiji as they worked over their trophy, ignoring her. It was, at this moment, that she realized perhaps the strangest and most hilarious thing that had ever come over her. Despite the situation and her goals, Caitlyn felt the familiar anxiety and awkwardness of talking to a stranger.

    The fact that Kikiji might cut off her face and pluck out her eyes to put them on display was not lost on Caitlyn at the moment of this revelation. Still, holding both these things in mind at once, she could not help but crack a smile. What the hell, you silly bitch, was all she could think to herself.

    "Excuse me," said Caitlyn, having tested her voice quietly to assure herself it would not break, "You are Kikiji, yes?"

    “I am," the voice was a boom of thunder, "a fact you are already aware of."

    "Yes. Well, I was told to come here to get an answer to a question," said Caitlyn.

    Still not bothering to look up, Kikiji responded with joviality, "Is that so? Whoever sent you here must not love you then. You saw my collection coming in here; you have guessed at what I do, what I am doing now."

    "Yeah, actually, I did have a question about that. What's the deal with being so upfront about what you're going to do to your guests? It can't be like, a big selling point or anything. I can only imagine it detracts more than it brings in."

    Kikiji set down their paring knife and, placing their hand on their hip, looked at Caitlyn and said, "You know, you are the first person to ever even question it. Truth is, I'm the appeal. People come here, they want something—either my head or my knowledge. I put up all the frames and worked the spell that changes this place as you walk through it. I set this room up and made sure that the light came in just so that you could see me outlined perfectly in the shadows, but my features are obscured. I put in a lot of work for this, and can you guess how much gratitude I get for it?"

    "Oh, I can," said Caitlyn, sympathizing, "back where I'm from, I used to organize minor events. I picked the décor, the music, and the food. And for all the hours I put in for it, not a single person ever came up to me and said, hey Caitlyn, good job, we can tell you worked really hard on this. Here's a bottle of your favorite trash wine and a voucher for a facial."

    "Right?" Kikiji elongated the word, their voice going up an octave, "It is absolutely ridiculous. It's like, all we are is what we have and what we can do, and then when we get tired of being treated like a fetish, everyone is so wounded by the great big fuck off we serve them."

    "I can believe it!"

    “You know what. I like you. I really do. Tell you what, can you keep a secret?" Caitlyn nodded.

    "Can you lie convincingly and with conviction?"

    Caitlyn nodded a second time. While she thought of herself as a generally honest and open person, being honest with herself meant that she was aware that secret-keeping was a furtive pleasure. As for lying, well, that was an honest-to-goodness hobby of Caitlyn's. A thing she was confident she could go pro at if not for the pesky intrusions of good-consciousness and a perpetually bleeding heart.

    "Excellent. So, here's my deal for you. I'll answer your question and everything, without all the typical crawling around the room. Trying to get you to fall for some trick or another and then chasing you out once you've bested me. You won't tell anyone that I gave this one to you; that'll ruin my brand. But, when folks ask you about Kikiji, you'll emphasize how they've got such a command of décor and atmosphere that you nearly walked out. Kosher?"

    "I think I'd be a full moron not to accept," replied Caitlyn.

    "Perfect," Kikiji purred, "shall we shake on it then?"

    The shadows that had outlined Kikiji crawled away, like millions of insects scattering in all directions, revealing, with agonizing torpidity, the features of what Caitlyn had been speaking with. If the candid way that Kikiji spoke had put Caitlyn at ease, what lay beneath the shadow fixed her up. Caitlyn's chest seized up, and pain blossomed so beautiful and full she thought she might die. Only by biting down on her lip with such ferocity that it drew blood stopped Caitlyn from whimpering. The face that emerged was comprised of bone and was totally white, save for the thick black lines that started at the forehead and converged at the pointed chin.

    The sockets were without eyes, two small black pits, a flickering light coming from somewhere far away, like twin stars seem from the earth. Caitlyn could not see all of Kikijii, the darkness that rested on its body still there. Still, there had been enough movement that she could better see the outline of the thing she spoke to. Its body was long and thick, like a python, and it winded and curved around the room so that it rested upon the ceiling and found its way behind Caitlyn. More unnatural still were the small, chitinous legs, innumerable, that propped Kikiji up and, evidently, allowed it to stick to walls. The torso, too, with the way it arched forward, held up only by muscle, detached from the segments that allowed it to move the way it did, was another facet of this living nightmare.

    It dawned on Caitlyn that the way Kikiji had moved before was unlike the way it moved now, the way that it must always move. When it had approached her, it moved as she did, but how could that be? Caitlyn felt dizzy as her mind tried to come to grips with what she knew must be and what she had seen. With that conflict came a sense of vertigo, a sensation like being untethered from all reality. Dimly, Caitlyn supposed that this was appropriate considering where she was. Still, nonetheless, a part of Caitlyn chipped off, the cracks she had collected throughout this journey too deep to be quickly filled.

    "Well?" asked Kikiji in a low rumble.

    Caitlyn realized she had frozen and that she had been staring, breath held in case it was the last. So that it might burn up inside her so that Caitlyn might feel her final discomfort before she felt nothing at all.

    Swallowing against her dry throat, she extended her hand and said, "Sorry, I was admiring. I'm ready to shake on it now, though."

    Later in life, when asked why she had an unreasonable fear and aversion to anything relating to the shape of a skull, Caitlyn would think back on this moment. When Kikiji's face cracked up as it smiled, tiny fractures spreading out, reaching from the corners of the mouth to the base of where the ears would be. She would think of this moment and of what Kikiji said to her ("oh, what a pity that I've made this deal, as I would love to have kept you to look upon"), and she would tell people a lie. Typically something about a storm and a shallow grave and seeing the skull of who she believed to be her mother. But sometimes, she would mix it up, for laughs, and watch as people shared conflicting stories with each other.

    For now, though, there was the question, the most important one that Caitlyn had ever asked in her entire life. "I'm looking for God. For Iaralie. Where is she?"

    A bar was likely the last place Caitlyn would have guessed she would find Iaralie. She wasn't sure if it was because she expected things to be more esoteric and exciting here Behind the Curtain or because the bar was one she was familiar with: The Dripping Bucket. When Kikiji had told her that God was having a drink at "the only bar worth pissing on if it catches fire." The one place best suited to get people like her extraordinarily schnockered and burn their coffee beans, Caitlyn nearly socked the snake-centipede-skull thing as hard as she could. The only thing that stopped her was the fact that it would probably really hurt and end up getting her killed.

    But then, the more that Caitlyn thought about it, the more it made a kind of sense. Why not, after all, have God go to a bar? And, with the absurdity that was quickly becoming mundane in mind, she was Sheppard through a series of tunnels that Kikiji had built leading directly to the Dripping Bucket. When asked about why it had a direct line to the bar, Kikiji, who had decided to stay concealed by the magical shadow bugs that made it appear more human. Which was only a little better because the idea of having that many bugs on you at any given time made Caitlyn want to vomit until she died. Anyway, Kikiji merely shrugged. Caitlyn joked about them being an alcoholic, which failed to get anything more than a grunt

    "Killing folks is thirsty work. And after the adrenaline rush of a good fight, my hands are usually too shaky to do any work. A few drinks really help steady them."

    


    Caitlyn decided that she would remain silent for the rest of the walk, unwilling to burden her already strained mind with further details. When the pair made it to the Dripping Bucket, Kikiji made a show of trying to convince itself not to go into the bar and get an early start to its nightly ritual. There was a lot of pacing and turning from right to left as if Kikiji had separated internally. Each side of its body was responsible for a different side of the argument. Caitlyn did not stay to overhear whatever ideas for and against Kikiji could come up with and proceeded to enter the Dripping Bucket

    The inside was the same as literally any other Dripping Bucket Caitlyn had ever been in, with the minor tweaks that came with regional variance. Those tweaks to the décor of this particular Bucket were mind-boggling. How to describe it? Some of the fixtures were like a squid removed from the water, a film covering them. While others were like insects, like wasps, but their faces were done in greater detail, somehow both more and less human. A few were different species of flora, the leaves replaced with hands like a baby, the little fingers flexing in hypnotic apathy. All these things, and a few strangers still, adorned the wall and set, intentionally askew, on tables.

    The patrons were worse still. Some were like the rabbits Caitlyn had chanced across when she first arrived, though a bit more grizzled and mangy. A few were like Kikiji (who had lost or won The debate?) in that they were horrifying amalgams of concepts Caitlyn knew well from the Other Side. She kept her eyes from lingering too long on these sorts, afraid to offend or invite conversation. The mere idea of watching her tongue or else losing her head became more exhausting than panic-inducing at this point, and really she never wanted to talk to anything ever again. And then there were the creatures that were like the steel grey skies before a storm. The faces and bodies of deep-sea fish, the sound of bees whizzing past your ear, the sensation of walking through a spider web, and the itch of a mosquito bite. Looking upon them gave the dual impression of staring into the sun and sitting too close to a bonfire during a chilly fall night, painful and comforting, inviting and repulsive.

    After having surveyed the bar, Caitlyn came to the chilling realization that she had no idea what Iaralie would look like. She had assumed she would find a shining woman here amongst these denizens of the place Behind the Curtain, regal, perhaps a giant, and buxom. None looked as such, so Caitlyn reoriented her perception of what Goh might imagine Iaralie looking like. A strong man, but intelligent, probably bearded, all suave and in dark clothes, a hat, most likely a fedora worn earnestly.

    A second pass of the room came up with no one matching said description, except for a trio of...somethings. Almost like talking roses, or petunias, Caitlyn wasn't sure, anthropomorphized in some ways and faithful to their origin in others. Two patrons were wearing fedoras and looking serious about whatever it was they were discussing.  Both of them looked severe, decidedly ungodly; the third among them merely nodded along and offered comments that got a combination of friendly smiles and death glares from the other two.

    A wave of exhaustion came upon Caitlyn then. With the adrenaline boost from the Garden of Faces was over and done with, she realized that she was hungry and tired and felt tight in the chest. As if someone was pressing hands down upon her and keeping her from inhaling and exhaling normally. What had only been mere threads of headache had been woven into a weighted blanket of a migraine. The effect was sudden and crashed upon Caitlyn as if the subject of this metaphor were tossed into the air above her. She needed to eat, and she needed something to drink, preferably alcohol, so that she could relieve the pressure that was slowly smothering her.

    Of course, she had no money at all. None from her side of existence, which she wasn't totally sure would help her in any case, and none from this side, at least she was pretty sure she didn't. So far as Caitlyn knew, this place could ask her for seconds or minutes or hours off of her life span, or droplets of her blood, or a tooth, freshly extracted, with the root intact.

    With this in mind, Caitlyn sat next to Kikiji, being that it was the only person she knew in the bar, and whispered, "Hey, can you spot me so I can get some food and something to drink?"

    Kikiji took a long sip from its drink, which looked and smelled like some approximation of whiskey, before turning toward Caitlyn. Their eyelids drooped down languidly, breath already rank, and said with exaggerated expression and enunciation, "No."

    "Oh, come on," Caitlyn whined, "I haven't got anything to pay with, and you are the only person I know in this place. Please?"

    "You've got more than enough to pay with. Willingness is the issue. And I've done my one-in-a-thousand good deed, thank you," replied Kikiji, dismissing Caitlyn.

    Puffing out her cheeks, Caitlyn pouted her way over to a barstool a few feet away, curing Kikiji in her mind. Within a few moments of seating herself, a charming satyr came up and asked, "what'll it be?" with a smile that Caitlyn could not help but return.

    "Uh. I'm pretty new here and, uh, I'm starved and, after the day I've had, I could use a drink. So, what would an acceptable form of payment be for some tacos and an old fashioned?" asked Caitlyn.

    The satyr looked thoughtful, rubbing his chin, before saying, "Why don't you tell me about it?"

    "About my day?" said Caitlyn, face scrunched up in a vivid display of confusion.

    The satyr shrugged, "Sure. Stories are the most direct way to pay at our location. There are other methods, you know, in case you didn't get much accomplished, which, no judgment here, or if you're mute or plain don't want to share."

    "Okay, uh..."

    "Josh," said the satyr, whose fur was rust-colored and whose horns were twin pillars, the points slowly converging the closer they reached upward. Caitlyn also noted, wore a striped sweater, despite being covered in fur, and had thick spectacles that softened some of the caprine features.

    "Okay, Josh. Here's the deal..." and so Caitlyn launched into her story, starting with her coming to Lyceum. Unsurprisingly, Josh recognized the name, thereby creating a tangent of minor tales and legends for paltry information about how she was and if so-and-so was still alive. Caitlyn detailed her coming here and her exasperation at the games she had been forced to play to get this far. And the extreme frustration that goes along with finding that the whole reason she had come was not, in fact, where she was supposed to be.

    "Oh, oh. Hold up, I have to stop you right there," said Josh, as though this were the first time he had stopped her story. Caitlyn was on her third and, hopefully, last old-fashioned and her second appetizer. The food was bland and really not very much fun to even consider eating. Still, Caitlyn figured that it was essential to give her body the energy required to survive. This rationalization made it possible for her to stomach eating the garbage before her, under sauced tacos and the starchy waste Josh dared call potato wedges.

    It also made Caitlyn realize that if she were trapped here, forever, then she would undoubtedly starve herself rather than continue eating for pure survival. "What's up?" asked Caitlyn, words running together a little, "Do you know Iaralie?"

    "I do, in fact. And, let me tell you, she is not the best pronoun for them," said Josh.

    "Oh shit, what is?" asked Caitlyn, wide-eyed and dreading the smug look on Goh's face when she got back and told him.

    "Girl, we are switching you over to the water because I just told you. They and them for Iaralie. They are, after all, a divine entity and therefore outside of any sort of human conceptions of self."

    "Oh!" Caitlyn gasped so loud that all eyes flicked toward her for a few moments before rolling or sliding off her, sometimes accompanied by a 'fucking tourists' or some other benign obscenity.

    "Yep. I'm surprised you don't know that? Iaralie's gone by those for as long as I've known them."

    Caitlyn felt ashamed and was grateful that the drinking had already flushed her cheeks to hide the signs of embarrassment, "Yeah, I don't know. I'm no one special over on the other side. I can't say I'm surprised, though. Matriarch Marianne is a fucking transphobe, so even if she does know, I'm sure she would try and rewrite it. I guess the Deacon's the same since the Church has always insisted on calling Iaralie a guy.

    Josh shook his head, "Damn. Iaralie never told me about any of this. Your whole religion seems kind of fucked. No offense."

    Caitlyn waved a hand, "None taken. The more I learn, the more I'd agree with you, Josh. God damn me, I feel like such an ass, though! All the prayers I've said over the years. Iaralie probably hates me!"

    Cailyn was on the verge of tears now, and Josh couldn't help but feel pity for her, and so he placed his hand on her forearm gently and said, "Oh, dear. Iaralie doesn't hate you. Look, they've always been private about the details, but Iaralie has always loved the job they do as yalls Holy Being. Believe me. And, besides, if you didn't know, you didn't know. What's important now is not to martyr yourself, but to do better and be better, right?"

    Dabbing at the corners of her eyes, Caitlyn sniffled in affirmation.

    Josh smiled his most charming smile, knowing that it was magic and that it never failed to produce a smile and inspire warmth in any that he favored with it, and said, "There she is, brave woman who came here to find her God. And look, clean yourself up quick, because Iaralie just walked in, and you've got some work to finish."

    


    Iaralie came in with a jean jacket on, adorned with pins that sparkled when the light hit them, and sunglasses, even though the last of the sun's light had begun to fade from the world. They had a toboggan on, tufts of lavender hair poking out from underneath and, when they passed by a table, everyone said hello and shared a joke. It was, Caitlyn thought, like seeing the lead singer of a band walk through the crowd on the way to the stage, everyone desperate to get a little attention, to be touched, to feel special.

    "They're very popular," Caitlyn mumbled.

    "Iaralie is the life of the party," Josh agreed, "capable of drinking anyone under the table. Dangerous in verbal combat, on account of their barbed tongue, which I mean literally and figuratively in this instance. And always a supplier of entertaining stories. Iaralie is the platonic ideal of dumb of ass and pure of heart."

    "I know you said you were switching me to water, but can I get a double shot of the strongest thing you've got?" asked Caitlyn, mouth gone dry now that Iaralie was here, sitting, ordering a drink as if they weren't a God.

    "That'll cost you a little more than you've told me thus far, sweetie," replied Josh, already reaching for a bottle of milky liquid.

    "Just you watch me talking to God over there, Josh. That'll make a good story, especially if I'm good and fucked up."

    Josh smiled and set down a single shot glass that he filled expertly to the brim. Caitlyn picked it up and slammed back the shot, gulping it down without much of an opportunity to taste it. She repeated the process a second time, the remnants of bitterness on her tongue as her chest burned like a furnace and sweat gathered on her brow. With an overexaggerated nod, Caitlyn approached God, who sat lonely, shades still on, sipping cooly from their second glass, looking out at the whole bar from the vantage of their table.

    "Uhm, hi. I'm Caitlyn. You might have heard a few of my prayers," she said, feeling like a child.

    Iaralie's shades slipped down their nose as they turned their head toward Caitlyn. So she caught a glimpse of God's green eyes as they peered over their sunglasses and appraised her dispassionately. Caitlyn gulped as she did her best to hold Iaralie's gaze and, when that failed, did her best to suppress her shakes as she let God's gaze keep her.

    "Yeah," Iaralie said, and their voice was a chorus of all the most beautiful music Caitlyn had ever heard in her life. Containing the quality that music seemed to monopolize, where the core of any given emotion could be found, crystalized, raw, unshaped by thought. It was, Caitlyn knew, the voice of inspiration, the wellspring from which all borrowed from when creating. She thought she might cry when Iaralie spoke again but was spared from this fate when they said, "You're always praying over the boy, Goh? Lately, anyway. Goh, and finding me."

    Embarrassed now, Caitlyn could only nod and make a choked sound in affirmation, which Iaralie found funny enough that they chuckled before beckoning her to take a seat.

    "Well, welcome to the Other Side. At least, I think? People, and by that, I mean mortals, aren't supposed to be here," said Iaralie, who had ordered themselves another drink as well as appetizers and water for Caitlyn.

    "Right. Yeah, uh, it's been nice here? It took me less time to find you than I thought it would, though I was hoping not to have to spend the night on this side."

    "I guess two days is pretty quick."

    Caitlyn blinked, "I'm sorry. WHAT?"

    Iaralie blinked in return, though Caitlyn couldn't tell because they had righted their shades, "Yeah. You've been here two days. Going on two and a half.

    "But this is the first night I've seen!" Caitlyn whined.

    "Night doesn't mean the same thing here as it does on your end. Didn't anyone tell you how this works? Times of the day are regional.

    “Who goes to a bar during daylight hours?"

    "Alcoholics, first. Second, anytime you're here could be daylight hours then, depending on where you start! And no! Lyceum didn't tell me anything. Other than not to lose my door, which I did."

    Iaralie seemed to consider something for a long time, which was just as well. Caitlyn was starving, which she chalked up to the considerable amount of alcohol she had coursing through here.

    "I suppose, by your logic, I should seek some help," mumbled Iaralie.

    "What?" asked Caitlyn between bites.

    "Oh, well, it's always daylight when I start here, and honestly, I pass through a few different iterations of the morning. I guess that I will wake with thirst and come to get it quenched quick as I can," replied Iaralie.

    Caitlyn said nothing, only stared.

    "But, then again. Time here isn't so linear. And perspective matters as well. Morning for some on your side is bedtime for others, yes? So, perhaps it is not where we start from, but where we end up that matters," amended Iaralie.

    "Yeah, but you just said you wake up and make your way here."

    "Sometimes it's for the food, though."

    "It is not. The food sucks."

    "The food does suck. But I'm, like, big G God, so it's okay."

    "Does that mean we should make alcoholism a part of our worship of you, Lord?"

    At that, Iaralie laughed, "It might loosen some of you up, but no. And, besides, you don't need any help with that, personally, do you?"

    Caitlyn was taken aback by that and gaped at Iaralie for a few moments before letting herself dissolve into a fit of giggles. Iaralie joined in shortly after, assured by her demeanor that they had not angered or offended her.

    "You're so different than what I imagined," said Caitlyn, tears of mirth rolling down her cheek.

    "How did you imagine me?" asked Iaralie, readjusting their shades.

    "I dunno, more regal, I suppose. Distant. And less fashionable, for sure. I love the pins. They're all marks of your saints, right? At least most of them," replied Caitlyn.

    "All of them are, yeah. Some have fallen out of favor or have been lost to time. At least, the favor and time of mortals. I will never forget them, though."

    Caitlyn nodded, unsure what to say next when she remembered that she had never answered God's question about how she got Behind the Curtain. "A lich negotiated a bargain on my behalf so I could come and find you. So that we could find out where you are and how to get you back."

    Iaralie blinked, "Oh, damn, girl. I honestly do not know what to say to that."

    Caitlyn shrugged, "What else was I supposed to do? Goh and I sensed you disappear, and we found out that the Deacon and Matriarch were the ones that were behind it. We couldn't just wait around, even though it would have been easier."

    "You've both given up so much," said Iaralie, voice breaking, "especially you, Caitlyn Alderberry. I can't give much in this form. My power is in the process of being siphoned off. Still, I can give a gift that only those immortalized on my leather jacket have received before."

    Caitlyn's jaw dropped, and her eyes threatened to pop from their sockets at the mere suggestion of what God said. Sainthood! Since their first three, there had not been a saint since the Saint of Mermaids, a hundred years prior, the most controversial Saint of Iaralie.

    The proposition and prestige blinded Caitlyn to the excessive drawbacks of such a position. Not one of Iaralie's saints had been loved in their time. Their lives were marked by despair and tragedy, daring, and death. It was only the passing of time and the fervent passion that those that followed the saints showed that allowed their ideas to continue to propagate and, eventually, enter into the canon. Even then, it took time and was often controversial, a fact Caitlyn knew far too well.

    Still, she couldn't keep her mouth from opening or the volume knob from hitting eleven, and thus shouted, "YES." Then, thoroughly aware of the eyes that were upon her for what must have been the twelfth time that night, Caitlyn cleared her through and said a much more reasonable, "It would be my honor, Lord."

    Iaralie smiled and took off their shades for the first time in the conversation. Caitlyn could see the paternal glint of pride and the bags from sleeplessness and worry that had become eternally etched into their features.

    "I'm so glad you've said yes. But, I'm sure you know that this position isn't all sweets, savories, and wines. More than that, I'm calling on you to do so much more than anyone since the first saint's," said Iaralie, their tone somber.

    "Whatever you ask of me, Lord God, I will do," replied Caitlyn, dutifully.

    Iaralie frowned, "Don't do that. I want you to know, fully, what I'm asking. It will seem blasphemous, but remember, it's me saying it, so it can't be. So, here it is. The whole thing needs changing. The gospel, the book, the worship. It needs to be overhauled, edited, and thrown out in some cases."

    Caitlyn was stunned into silence at that remark. So Iaralie continued on, "I've been around for, what, a little under one-thousand years? I'm a different God now than when I started, and you all have yourselves to thank for that. You're all different. Your needs, desires, aspirations, and views have changed so much. The only core you share is the one that has led you to such great heights and terrible lows, the raw iron of your souls. And it is time that it be forged further, and for that, we need fire. That's what I'm asking of you, Caitlyn Alderberry. To be the fire and the smith both."

    Caitlyn felt tears well up in her eyes, "What will you have me say? How will you have me reshape things, God?"

    Iaralie smiled that tired, proud smile again, "Oh, sweet-bee, that'll be up to you to figure out. I don't want a mouthpiece; I want someone whose love for me is true and who wants to give that love to everyone they meet, not to glorify me, but to spread kindness and joy."

    "People will say that I demean you. They will say that I do not understand your book," said Caitlyn, afraid of the responsibility being placed upon her.

    "Let them. You and I know better. And there is no misunderstanding of my teachings. We all change year after year. There will be no final understanding, no perfect reading, because the world changes with us and doesn't stop, even once we've left it, it spins on."

    Caitlyn felt an ugly cry threatening to overtake her, the feelings of pride and joy, of fear and anxiety welling up, pressurizing, and attempting to explode out. So, she changed the subject before it was too late and asked, "Will I get a pin too?"

    Iaralie smiled, "Of course."

    Iaralie placed one of their hands upon Caitlyn and the other over an open spot on their leather jacket. They closed their eyes and took a deep breath, letting their mind free and letting themselves into Caitlyn's mind. It was a simple thing, waltzing into a mind, and more straightforward still when it was one so open to them and so preoccupied with thoughts of them. In fact, Iaralie noted, Caitlyn's thoughts revolved, primarily, around a handful of things: her faith, her passion for food and wine, anxiety, and Goh. Iaralie did not look overly much at these things.

    They were there to find a symbol of some sort that inspired pride in Caitlyn, not to pry into her private thoughts and more intimate experiences, much as they wanted to know. Before long, Iaralie located what they came there for, something much more recent than they would have expected.

    Smiling, Iaralie opened their eyes and removed their hand from Caitlyn, "I dub thee, Saint of Sparks. For you shall be the single, humble flame that ignites the kindling, clearing the way by burning away the overgrown, dead brush, so that fertile ground exists for new growth."

    Iaralie removed their hand from their jacket, where it had been a firecracker pin gleamed in the light, as of yet not besmirched by the It was rose gold, and when Caitlyn looked at it, she could not help but smile. Pride filling her up and overflowing from her eyes in a few dramatically appropriate tears.

    "Do you like it?" said Iaralie, though they already knew the answer.

    "Very much," said Caitlyn, sniffling, "Thank you, my Lord."

    A moment of silence passed between Caitlyn and Iaralie in earnest. She was full of pride with the appointment to her new position, and her God grateful to have found someone to take up such a task. And then, the memory returned, and Caitlyn shrieked out an oh fuck that was ignored by everyone except Iaralie. At this point, the rest of the room had decided it was best to ignore her and hope she either left or passed out.

    "What? What is it?" said Iaralie, alarmed.

    "I got so caught up in this, and I haven't even asked you a single question about where you are or how we're supposed to save you. And, worse, even once you tell me, I have no idea how to get home. I lost my door!" Caitlyn ranted.

    "Oh, yeah, that. All easy-peezy," said Iaralie. "I'm in a building in the city. I don't know the name, sorry. I know it is alabaster and rather plain, though immaculately clean. And that it smells antiseptic, despite the closeness it shares with the sea. I've been bound by braided ropes that come from the Still Lands, and they keep me from entering my body. For you humans, they will be as mere ropes, so cutting them should be a simple task. And your door, dear Saint, is not lost; you have it with you."

    Caitlyn nodded, giving all of the information that had been dumped on her a moment to sink in before squinting and saying, "How is the door with me? Is this a metaphor?"

    "Actually, yes," replied Iaralie, "The door is your heart. You must only look inside and think of home, and your door will appear."

    "Is it really as simple as that?"

    "It literally is. Try it if you're ready to go back."

    Caitlyn shut her eyes, and she envisioned her home, starting with the material. Her room, her make-up, the coziness of her blankets and bed. She thought especially of her bath and its fragrance and how, when she got back, she would soak in salt and herbs and milk and feel rejuvenated. And from those thoughts sprang the image of a door, solid wood with a dirty brass handle, but when Caitlyn went to turn the knob, it was locked. Confounded, Caitlyn thought of what she missed about her side of reality. After the awful experience she had had with the food at this bar, food came quickly to mind. Caitlyn imagined her favorites, bread, toasted and warm and crisp, buttered with slivers of soft, creamy cheese resting atop. Or meats, seared golden brown, fat sizzling and popping and glistening atop it.

    In Caitlyn's hand, she felt something hot. When she opened her eyes and looked, she saw a red, vaguely key-shaped impression burned into her hand.

    Caitlyn closed her eyes again and thought more of what she missed about her home. Perido at night opened up before her, the lights of lanterns like lily pads in a sea of real darkness. She imagined hopping from one to another, drunk, feet bare against the pavement, still warm from the heat of the sun and wet from summer rain. Caitlyn recalled the facsimile of those night time feelings, indescribable, like an ache for anyone or anything to know her as intimately and confusingly as she knew herself. The heat in her hand was becoming unbearable, but Caitlyn felt that there was something else, something she was holding back.

    Goh. Caitlyn bid him to mind and knew in her heart that he was the person who enticed her most to return. They hadn't known each other long, and she thought it was a little silly to feel the way she did about him. But, the time they had had together made her heart sing, or so that was the way Caitlyn thought of it. Her stomach felt empty, and she got sweaty, and she was never sure if she would float away or blackout when she talked to Goh, but Caitlyn knew she liked the feeling.

    And for too many days now, Caitlyn had been bottling that feeling up out of fear. What if he rejected her, or what if Goh just didn't feel the same. She wanted more, sure, but the risking of asking, of shooting her shot, was that she would be left with less. Those beautiful, everyday worries were a comfort, especially now, with Iaralie blocked from returning to Perido.

    But, Caitlyn had given up a chunk of whatever time she had on this world and had risked body and mind, and soul to stand where she was now. In doing so, Caitlyn realized one thing: she simply did not have the time to be afraid. Fear was a luxury that no mortal had because fear and procrastination were, in this instance, lovers that barred a person from everything they ever wanted by suggesting all the things they didn't.

    No more. No more, Caitlyn thought and turned the key to open her heart up wide and return home.

    


    When Emma awoke from her fitful sleep, the night was at its darkest. She felt hollowed out when she went out into the streets to see what time it was and to try and get a sense of how long she'd been out. Fuck, shit, she cursed, chastising herself for being so wasteful of good daylight and letting her needs come before her job.

    With a sigh and a light step, Emma crept through the halls of the manor. There were patrols meant to be making rounds at this hour, a futile attempt to keep the male and female Church and Chapel members from engaging in fraternization.

    For all the times Emma wandered through the dusk soaked halls, she had, at worst, gotten sneered at. All while the individual on patrol sneakily entered or exited a room they weren't supposed to be in. As such, none were careful about going unseen. Those who found their lovers but a few doors down were especially greedy and eager with the freedom granted by moonlight. And this said nothing of those who took the confidentiality of starlight as permission to explore their identity and expression in security rarely afforded by daylight.

    It made Emma smile. When she was in University, the patrols, shambling skeletons, or gangrenous zombies. The kind brought back from the dead, not the type made through alchemy to pay off debts, were constantly shambling and stumbling through the halls. Despite the freedom mage-kind had been granted at the Elder Kings' dethroning a decade ago, expression was limited. The dissolution of their order gave the mages of Carmoon, and those scattered and hidden around the world were free to practice. But old ways do not go gently into that good night; instead, they hang on, hidden, like a little spore and wait to spread to others.

    The University of those that Work in Shadow's unofficial motto had been: Bend to obligation or be broken under its fist. A perspective Emma always found ironically and hilariously at odds with the official slogan of the UWS: Ad Astra Per Aspera.

    On this particular night, as Emma strode through halls in clothes that stank of sea and sweat and smoke and fish, she did not expect to run into anyone. It was the end, and, in her experience, that meant drinks and drugs, smoke heavy rooms that stung the eyes and wreaked havoc on the throat. It meant a distinct shirking of responsibility for the ability to, at last, unwind.

    So, it was with great surprise that Emma found herself smooshed against a man the stank of onions, nicotine, and hate. More surprising still, when Emma looked up and muttered her apology, she saw a ground of people, all in white jackets, flecked with brown and red and purple specks and streaks. Standing among them was none other than Goh, which made sense, as they were all at the door to his room. The young acolyte stumbled about and was promptly teased for it, and, to Emma's surprise, Goh joined readily in the laughter that his fellows fell into.

    Confused but unwilling to waste any time, Emma called out, "Goh," to which the entire gang turned to look at her as one singular mass of drunken curiosity.

    "Who's that?" slurred one of the cooks, an older, sorter man, with gray cropped hair and a thick gray mustache.

    "Emma!" Goh exclaimed, uncharacteristically happy to see her.

    A ripple went through the crowd like still water disturbed by a tossed stone, beginning with the loud plop of, "Ah, his lady!" followed by, "His fuck-buddy!" before quieting down into incoherent jabbering. Emma flushed red and shot Goh a look, though the drunken fool did not seem to understand the meaning as he kept right on smiling at her.

    Hell's bells, she thought, I had better pull him away from this group before he says something he'll have to die about.

    "Goh, I need you to—"

    "Ah! Hear that boys? Her loins are burnin' for the fuckin' new guy! Who'd have thought a man of God would get the ladies so revved up?" shouted an unseen member of the gang.

    Emma flushed red again, going from scarlet to practically purple at the combination of embarrassment and anger. This, of course, only spurred the crowd into another fit of laughter. Alone this would have made Emma so furious that she'd have considered cursing the lot of the fuckers, so their cocks never got hard again. Still, when she witnessed that Goh had joined in merrily with the laughter and jeers, the words began to roll around and off her tongue before she could think better.

    By the time Emma noticed what she had done, she had decided it would be a lesson well learned and would lift the curse come mourning.

    Until then, let the pigs suffer for something to get their snout into.

    With a sigh, Emma looked directly at Goh and said, "We haven't the time for this. I know where to find you-know-who. We need to get a look at the place tonight. Stake it out, make a plan. Now, are you coming?"

    Goh blinked. His face twitched against his will, and his vision worked against him, blurring and going all screwy anytime he tried to focus on something for a fraction of a second. Still, Goh managed a nod, and with that, Emma grabbed him by the hand and whisked him away.

    Behind them, she heard the call, "Off to find another lover for the night? Goh, how unfair to keep such a freak from your brothers and sisters. We'll remember this next shift, you little shit!"

    Goh laughed beside her, and Emma made the snap decision that none of them really needed to have their equipment back up and running until the end of the month. She was sure they wouldn't mind, and besides, it might force a few of them to use their clever mouths to pleasure a person rather than harass them.

    Emma pulled Goh along, making way for the streets where the cool night air, she hoped, would help to return some sense to her compatriot's senseless head. A few brave souls let their eyes follow Emma and Goh as they went, but most averted their gaze and did their best to grow small as Emma stomped forward. As they went, Emma could not shake the feeling that they were being pursued. The dark halls of the manor that were so bright and lively seemed barren, twisting, and hungry in the morning. The wall sconces, which burned orange, seemed to falter. The light that they created diminished being swallowed up by the darkness.

    Emma took a turn down a hall, believing that it would lead to the common ground, but was surprised to see that, instead, more hallway stretched before her. The end unknowable as a great mass of pitch darkness was all that she could see. A chill went down Emma's spine like a spider crawling on her skin, and she felt a sudden sense of loneliness and cold.

    Emma walked forward into the shadows and felt as though she were walking through old grease, soft enough that she could move through it, but solid still, and clinging and sticking to the skin. She balked at the sensation of it but forged her way forward, moving so slowly that each step, each twitch and stretch and pull of her muscles felt like it took an eternity. When Emma breathed in, it felt thick, and the deeper she went into the thick darkness before her, the thicker it became until it felt as though it were filling her up, encasing her.

    Fear wrapped its icy fingers around her heart and squeezed. Emma's thoughts turned to, surrounded by inky darkness, her work left undone. The idea consumed her and, for the space of a few heartbeats, Emma thought she might vomit. It was only thanks to years of experience managing her thought-spirals that Emma was able to distract herself.

    Recite all the variables on the spell for classic skeletal assembly and take a step.

    Make a list of all the books you want to read this year and soldier on.

    Daydream about making partner and what you'll have your phylactery be and get the fuck out of here.

    When Emma made it through the darkness and back into space where she could breathe, her knees gave out, and she fell to the floor. The relief was so great, like exhaling after holding your breath for too long or the first sip of whiskey after an awful day at work. But that peace was short-lived as she noticed that Goh, drunken acolyte of the Church of Iron, was gone.

    Emma's first reaction was to weep. She was not one to cry and hated that it came so quickly. Still, after the panic attack she had suffered, she rationalized that she deserved to crack and crumble, at least for a moment. When Emma was able to compose herself, she got to her feet, legs wobbling like jello, arms heavy as lead, and stomach a black pit devoid of anything, and with an effort of will, she turned to face the darkness she had come from.

    Emma stepped into it. She knew that Goh had to be in there somewhere. Though dark thoughts stalked her, dark eyes poking from behind shadowed bushes, ready to pounce and devour her, she ran forward, pushing them away as though she could escape them. Would Goh be alive? Would he even be in that inky mass? And if he was, could she pull him out, or would something Emma felt was lurking take him from her? She didn't know and could not take the time to consider the answers or the consequences. If she did, if Emma paused for a moment to allow thought to enter into her decision, she knew Goh would be lost to her because she would be unable to push herself back into the dark after him.

    


    It was Goh that found Emma in the morning. He had gone to her room at the crack of dawn with a ripping hangover. He had gained an uncanny tolerance to the pain of such things. Goh had had no choice but to develop one; after all, if you are going to howl with the dogs, you've got to crow with the rooster. Still, Goh felt sluggish and flattened. His thoughts were dulled while his eyesight had been cranked up, so that sunlight through slits in the curtains were little daggers. But, Goh told himself, the important thing was that he had not vomited and that, if his Chef came calling, he would be fit to work.

    Anyway, once Goh reached Emma's door and gave it a gentle rap, he expected her to open it enough to see him through the crack before throwing it open and pulling him inside. Hell's Bells, Emma would exclaim, why are you here so late? We've so much to do, and you've been wasting time with whatever else you've got going on and blah blah blah. Goh's headache went from the smack of a hammer to the top of his skull to the stab of a sharp shard of glass at the thought.

    But, a smile also found a way to creep up on him. In a few days, Goh felt closer to Emma than with many of his colleagues. The realization made him chuckle to himself. A friendship with a bone-sucking necromancer and catching feelings for a girl from the Chapel sure were signs of how strange the times had become. Because of his lofty thoughts, it took Goh a few minutes to realize that no one came to the door. He knocked again, a little louder than last time, and hastily pressed his ear to the door, trying to catch the sound of shuffling feet, of fumbling for a bookmark, of an annoyed sigh.

    Goh got jack shit, and what jack shit got him was a blossoming of a full-on panic attack. He had not known Emma long, but he did know a few things about her. She was self-serious and brazen and maybe a bit disrespectful, but she was never late, and she never seemed to sleep past the first breaking of the dawn. Now concerned for his compatriot and friend, Goh pounded his fist against the door.

    People from the adjacent rooms enjoying their rest peaked their heads out in curiosity and fear.

    Still, there was nothing. No angry shouting for being roused from a pleasant dream or sharp, sudden cry for being pulled from a nightmare, nor sound or movement or anything indicative of life came from the other side of the door. This left Goh with only one option, at least so far as his panic riddled brain could find, and that was to barge into Emma's room. He knew full well that entering into the space of a potentially sleeping woman was not exactly a good look. And, if it turned out that she was dead ass asleep, well, Goh said a prayer asking that Emma might show him mercy and not force his bones to explode out of him.

    Nonetheless, Goh jiggled the handle and, noting that it was locked, scowled and marched back off to his room. When he returned, he had, slung over his shoulder, a rolled-up brown bag made of yak hide, which contained knives of varying shapes and sizes once unrolled. Goh had been given these knives after the success of a plate-up he had been a part of. In an uncharacteristically tender moment, the head Chef lamented that Goh had obligations to God as he would love to take the boy under his wing. Barring that, Chef had given Goh a set of chef's knives all his own.

    Then, in a characteristically brutal way, he promised Goh that if he did not take care of his knives, assuring that they were cleaned and sharpened regularly, he would take the blades back from Goh and skin him with the dull and dirty things.

    Goh selected the filet knife. It was long and thin and flexible enough to slip between the lock and the frame without snapping. Goh hated to use his knives this way. He felt as though it were an insult to them, felt as though he were using a holy object as a paperweight or a doorstop, and, in some ways, he felt this was indeed the case. The assortment of knives, all made from holy steel, worked and mined by capable and strong hands, forged with purpose and with tradition, had made Goh think differently about his relationship with his God.

    After all, some knives were strong and sturdy, meant for butchering, for breaking the bonds between bone and sinew and flesh. Yet, some were like his filet knife, flexible and made to work around difficult spaces and strip skin from the meat. By turns, Goh had come up with this little trick when a misplaced key to the kitchen had forced him to wonder if Cailyn and Joanne were right about Iaralie. That the nature of their God wasn't so fixed as he believed. That, perhaps, there was flexibility, and the process of creation was as important as the creation itself.

    These thoughts made Goh uneasy. More uneasy, even, than when he opened the door to a woman's room, a woman he barely knew and saw her sleeping at his desk, haunched uncomfortably. More uneasy than when he entered the room, shut and relatched the door, walked up to Emma, and jostled her. It did not, however, make him as uneasy as the grey stone of worry that dropped down into his stomach and weighed him down when, after repeated jostling and a few cries, Emma did nothing, no moan or grumble or half-words.

    She didn't even snore; she simply stayed asleep, breathing lightly and body limp.

    Oh fuck, oh shit, oh beans, Goh thought in succession.

    Throwing water on Emma was the first idea that came to Goh's mind. Unfortunately for the books, the second was that he should probably clear the desk off, didn't come until the water had already left the cup he had filled. So it was then that the third thought was, dear sweet God, protect me from the uncanny magics that this lich-in-training is sure to work on me. Let it spare my hands, my tongue, and my nose so that I may use them. Let it spare my eye so I can see your beauty, metal, and steam, and my beauty ( the image of Caitlyn susurrated, a kaleidoscope of butterflies, half angling for Goh's stomach, half his cheeks). But as it turned out, the prayer was unnecessary as Emma remained resolutely asleep.

    Embarrassed by his own thoughts and well and truly out of ideas of his own, Goh decided that there was only one thing left to do. It was a dreadful thing, but one that he had to do. So, Goh left Emma's room and reset the lock. He could only hope that the simple lock on a simple wooden door would be enough to protect her as he set out to find Caitlyn

    


    The darkness abated, and shadow gave way to an unbearable brightness, like opening your eyes into daylight after waking. Emma squinted against the light but kept walking forward, slow and deliberate. An arm outstretched and waving back and forth, feet never quiet leaving the ground in case she was to trip or run into something. Eventually, the darkness was dispelled and a breeze wafted by, bringing light with it. The vegetal scent of fresh trimmed lawns and seasonal flowers filled her nostrils. Honey and sage and woodsmoke, as well as the smell of freshly baked bread and warm, melting sugar, made Emma's mouth water and feel, undeniably, at home.

    When Emma opened her eyes, she saw before her white alabaster towers and squat buildings of coal color. She saw people milling about, people running, people sitting together under trees in circles, viscera in between, while each student practiced an incantation. Emma watched one group in particular as she stumbled forward, patently confused, a sense of wrongness lodged in her breast like she had forgotten something. However, what that something was she could not recall.

    The students she observed had before them a pile of organs, still dripping with blood, still pulsating, surrounded by a myriad of bones. Neither seemed to be the complete set, but that hardly mattered. Part of the challenge for anyone trying to study necromancy was learning to do a lot with a little and where, when you needed it, to get a little extra. Each took a turn, some with books opened on their laps, the kinds that the authors had bound in rough leather, poorly, in Emma's discerning opinion, and made the vague shapes of a human face or ear or whatever. Pure aesthetics. The books bound in flesh weren't allowed outside during the day, something about the natural world rejecting them and the light of the sun setting them ablaze. Others closed their eyes and did their best to remember the rhyme required to stitch together the bones and the string up the entrails to have a little servant do a ghastly jig.

    The clever students in the circle, the real shows off's, interweaved a few lines of other spells, making the jig their own, a little more modern, a little more ghastly. They'd dim the light in the immediate area and have the little skeleton pick up its own guts and toss them from hand to hand before throwing them toward one of the others in the circle. Flecks of blood would hit the poor victim in the face and spray the books or arms or clothes of those adjacent to them, but that would be it. The entrails would hang in midair, held in place by an innovative use of words and magic.

    Everyone hooted and hollered at the sight without fail. It was an old trick; Emma remembered her time at UWS, weaving in little tricks, saying nonsense rhymes just to see what came of it. She hadn't been a brilliant student, like those laughing at their little servant tossed around viscera or picked up dog shit and tossed it toward someone the caster found deserving. The latter was sometimes a result of unchecked desires; the darker arts touched the heart's shaded parts. They could coax out the hidden beasts within, the feral cats behind piles of trash, or the sneaking opossums searching for food in long-forgotten garbage pails.

    There were other students too. With their books and notes, they prepared, always sure to know the exact words to say, the correct intonation, and phrasing. Or, for a multitude of reasons, the struggling, those who could not grasp the spell at work. Sometimes it was as simple as a slight lisp or a stutter. Other times it was more complex, a mind that could not focus, a heart that could not quiet itself. A fire inside the poor student, a heat that begged to be released, pleaded for movement, one that whispered, hurry, hurry, there is so much to be done. One could spend hours guessing the sorts of existential dread that sent these poor adolescent hearts to racing and minds wandering. The hope was that the circles these strugglers sat in would, once the ritual of hazing was complete, would offer advice, or an ear, or a shoulder to cry on, in private or public. Nothing sowed the seeds of an ill use of dark powers or led to deals with less than benevolent entities like fostered feelings of inferiority, isolation, and rejection.

    Then there were the brave, bright but lacking inhibitions and so made frequent guests to the nurses' office. The shy, Emma's own adolescent clique worked on their own or with one or two trusted others. And the lazy, too smart, too bored, too uninterested in engaging in theory and baby steps toward power.

    And, people being people, there was infinite variation within. All of them were possessed by their own motivations, their hearts beating out the steel that would straighten their spins when life inevitably challenged them. Emma smiled at them, not just the group she had taken to staring at (who were unknown to her, were smiling at her) but at the young necromancers as a concept. They were so full of possibility, naive potential, a rawness that age would smooth out bit by bit, taming the wildness of their hearts.

    What a shame.

    "Professor?" Called the timid voice of one of the students sitting in a circle. They had rough cropped green hair and three gold earrings, all in a row, dangling down.

    Flushing, suddenly unsure of how to position her hands and stumbling over her own words, Emma said, "Ah, er, me? Yes. What do you need, Rem?"

    Rem flashed an unkind smile, and their friends in the circle whispered. Emma was distantly aware of gossip about her and how much of an airhead she was. Unconsciously she wrinkled her nose at the thought. Not that she wasn't, well, everyone got busy with their own thoughts from time to time, but that there should be gossip from her students.

    A metallic taste, like sucking on a piece of copper, spread across her tongue. Something was wrong. When she looked at Rem and the rest of them, she felt like she could if she were to prick them with a needle, they would deflate or burst apart or fly off.

    "I, well, we, were wondering if you would do us the honor of demonstrating proper technique without a source to draw power from? Aside from yourself, that is," said Rem, blushing a bit, evergreen eyes averted.

    "Oh! Well, I mean, I dunno. That seems a little advanced. It could be dangerous for you all, if not done with the proper restraints," said Emma.

    "That's why we are asking you, Professor," said a girl across from Rem named Robin.

    Emma grimaced and squirmed a bit under the expectant gaze of her students. That taste was still in her mouth, and she felt like this scene before her was exactly as the word implied. A staging, an imitation, and Emma was not a part of it; she was relatively sure this was some sort of comedy. That thought made her want to vomit.

    But then, when Emma looked at her students, their gazes didn't seem cruel. They lacked that sparkle of meanness she had often seen in groups of bullies.

    Their smiles were inviting, their faces curious and excited to see a real necromancer at work.

    With a sigh and a wry smile, Emma said, "Okay. Okay. One demonstration."

    The circle of students gasped excitedly as they made way for their professor. Standing in front of them all and looking at the mass of flesh and bones, Emma decided that she would put on a bit of a show, macabre as it would be.

    Emma shut her eyes and drew in a deep breath. When she opened her eyes, they shone and a kind of unlight, a void, and in her hands gathered shadow. The light dimmed, funneling into Emma's palms where it was snuffed from existence. Blood, little streaks at first, slowly growing wider, like a painter's brush had been wiped across her cheeks.

    Emma muttered something under her breath, words but not, a language of stars, and as she did, the world seemed to shake. With a wave of her shadow cloaked hands, Emma set the skeleton to life and gave it strings of her own magic that attached to the lump of red flesh on the ground. Emma did not have to look to know her spell was acting as it should, reshaping the viscera into a smaller, ghastly visage of a human. With the twitching of her fingers, Emma puppeteered the skeleton, which, in turn, puppeteered the human-shaped flesh and had it act out menial tasks like plucking a flower or tossing rocks.

    She did not look at her students; their gasps and eventual oohs and ahhs were enough for her to know she had impressed them. Flexing her fingers, Emma broke the line of power, and, with the sleeve of her professor's robe, a rusty red affair to better hide the blood after such displays, she cleaned her face. Her nails had begun to split, and when she returned her hands to her side, Emma felt the tiny droplets of blood-forming and falling from her fingertips. She would need to eat before class, some sort of salad with spinach and kale, nuts, seeds, and fruits. A little olive oil too, and a pinch of salt, any kind would do, just so that it would have a little flavor.

    "That was amazing, Professor!" exclaimed Rem.

    "That was more than amazing. It was, I mean, I'm awestruck. The puppeteer's puppet creating a puppet is just, well," Robin made a gesture with her hand flying out to one side of her head to indicate that her mind had been blown.

    Emma smiled meekly, "Yes, yes. Well, thank you. But we have a class to get to. All of us. Come along."

    


    While Emma slept, dreaming as she did of ivory towers and the musty, lovely smell of old books, Goh raced through the halls of the manor. He was dimly aware that the second half of his shift—half not being accurate as this portion would be twelve hours while the former had only been four—had begun. A knot in his gut told Goh how guilty he felt. It was, to his diminishing surprise at such revelations, the same sort of guilt he had when he fell asleep, exhausted from the day's work. The kind of shame that comes from within that has its roots in the heart. And, with its traitorous beat, the thorns of that damnable plant will jut into the chest and hold it in place.

    But, be that as it may, Goh did not have the luxury of basking in his guilt. Flagellation would have to come later. For now, he walked out of the manor and cut across the courtyard, stomping through grass and mud, feet sinking into the soft earth with each step due to the rain of the previous night, to avoid passing the kitchen. Goh gave a wide berth to the backside,where deliveries were accepted, and smoke breaks taken. Goh spotted a few of his brethren, their white coats spotless and unmistakable. He was confident that the worry that they might have felt over his absence, about half an hour to an hours worth of concern if he were liked, had been replaced by cantankerous lambasting of everything from his knife skills to the size of his cock.

    It made Goh sick to think of it. He had been there for their roundtable roasts of the absent, had even ritually taken part in them. Once, when a young saucier named Johnny had sent notice that he was sick and wouldn't make it in for that evening's shift. The whole kitchen had banded together over all the ways they could curse, besmirch, and otherwise drag Johnny through the shit. Goh was remiss to think his name would suffer the same treatment.

    But, Goh considered that if this were a test of faith, he was sure he would pass with flying colors. Besides, two weeks in the shit with his crew and all would be smoothed over. They would never forget, not really, but they would forgive. One couldn't hold a grudge forever, not in a kitchen.

    When Goh made it to Caitlyn's door and knocked on it, he got no answer. For a few terrible heartbeats, he worried that whatever fate had befallen Emma had claimed Caitlyn as well. So, once again deciding that the optics of him clearly picking a lock was acceptable, Goh repeated the process from a few minutes earlier. Once in, he found Caitlyn's room, the signature combination of the immaculate and suffocating clutter he remembered from whispered late-night conspiring.

    Tables were piled high with parchment and random documents, all in a precise order and surrounded by old, crusty tissues. Old clothes were heaped into three distinct and, as far as Goh was concerned, impossible to discern, mounds. One for dirty, one for clean, one for worn but not really dirty, so we'll wear it again. Noting that nothing was amiss and, remembering that Caitlyn had been working with Lyceum, he decided that he would head to find her door.

    The only problem with that solution was that Goh had no idea which of the manor's multitudinous rooms belonged to the lich. And, as he asked after her from all he saw, it seemed that no one else had a good idea either. For a while, the acolyte spun his wheels, kicking up mud and grime, flinging shit into the air with purpose, sure, but not progress. Eventually, however, as time stretched and the sun rose to its zenith and began its slow descent with each passing moment. Bringing with it the unbearable wave of heat and the breathtaking humidity of late summer, a map of the lich's movements began to form.

    Sweating profusely, traveling past forgotten hedges and unkempt pockets of flowers that were in the process of being overtaken by weeds, Goh saw the moon pale figure of Lyceum. She was dressed in an icy blue sheer dress, her lengthy hair billowing around her face in a way so picturesque that Goh was sure that magic was at work. Had he glanced down to see where Lyceum's bare feet touched the rough cobblestone path, he would have seen a trail of wilted grass and dandelions.

    Only a few, nothing out of the ordinary at first glance. But trace where she had been and the path of a necromancer more concerned with appearance than the life beneath her feet could be seen. As it stands, Goh did not notice this, busy as he was running toward the lich and shouting to get her attention.

    Lyceum turned and stared bemused at Goh, who was now beside her. "Goh, yes? What do you need?"

    "Caitlyn, primarily. But you're a good surrogate," said Goh.

    Lyceum cocked an eyebrow, suggestively, and when Goh noticed his cheeks burned.

    "Not like that. That's not the kind of thing I'm into. Not that I'm into that sort of thing with anyone, but, shit,  I don't need to be telling you this. It's about Emma," Goh hurriedly blurted.

    Lyceum's expression shifted. She had been cold before, a mildly haughty expression worn plainly, seen in the set of her sharp jaw or the way her eyes slid over you as you spoke. Now she seemed, well, Goh didn't know how to describe it. His mind scrambled to grapple for the words, the set of her jaw was tighter, taut as a mousetrap, and her gaze had honed in on him. The way Lyceum held herself was not with nonchalant detachment but with frigid focus.

    "Tell me more, release your tongue," said Lyceum, and Goh realized she had been quiet for far too long. He was also that he was cold and that the light seemed to be dimming around him. When he exhaled, his breath came out in a puffy white cloud.

    "Goh," the lich commanded, her voice ancient and dry and writhing as grave dirt, "focus your eyes upon me and tell me what you need to tell me about Emma.

    Goh pulled his eyes up and away from Lyceum's fingers, which were dripping blood. In a circle that spanned three feet in width, all the plants had died and, though he had no way of knowing it, so too were the insects and animals and bacteria that lived in the soil. The lich's eyes were as black as the void, a glimpse into oblivion, into the nothingness we all emerged from, and all would, eventually, return to.

    The poor acolyte stammered, unable to use his mouth for anything more than the most basic functionality before eventually stumbling over language. When Goh tripped over the first few words, it was a breaking of a dam, and with the sudden rush of white waters came bits of debris that Goh had been holding in for who knew how long.

    "Okay, so, well, this whole thing has been bullshit!" Goh vomited the words, not giving them breathing room so that they ran into one another. "We have the Deacon and that stinking cabbage Marianne out there selling off Iaralie and being shitty toward Caitlyn. Everything is a big disaster, and all I want is to get my fucking God back and go back to my Church so that at night I can sneak out with Caitlyn to eat her little foods and look at stars and hold hands or something! But nope, we've got an absolute disaster, and now, the expert needs my help because she's under some dumbass spell or something! I mean, I threw water on her and nothing, still asleep.

    "I even had to break into her room, and, you know, it dawns on me that that's weird, right? She's all cautious about being overheard but, what, you damn necromancers can't throw magic up around a wooden door? Like, what even happened? Did someone find out? Is she poisoned? Am I? Is Caitlyn? Can someone tell me and fix this bullshit?"

    Goh huffed out a breath and felt like some pressure had been released like he wasn't so bloated. The light returned a bit to the world, and, by degrees, his skin warmed. Lyceum's eyes were on Caitlyn's door. The poor girl had been behind the curtain for two days, at least going by this side's standards. Over there, who could say? A few hours, a few minutes, a few years could all go by in the space of a few heartbeats, and time is not always a linear progression on that side.

    Fuck. Shit. Piss. Lyceum didn't want to leave Caitlyn over on that side any longer than she had already had to be. And giving up something to cross over was already a whole ass thing, but she could not, in good conscience, leave Caitlyn over there. Especially since Lyceum had been the one to suggest going over to that unfished, cluttered, nonsense place.

    But, much as she liked the little Firecracker, Emma was her apprentice. She had handpicked the little scamp, disheveled, chaotic ball of anxiety that she was, and she wasn't about to let some magically or alchemically induced sleep.set her back on choosing a successor. Besides, Caitlyn had consented to everything that might happen to her. That had to count for something. Or, at least Lyceum could say that it counted for something, could pretend that they were equals with all the same information, the same understanding of the situation.

    The old lich could perform the requisite mental gymnastics to assuage her guilt, though it taxed her now to do so in her old age.

    "Alright. Take me to her, Goh. Take me to Emma," said Lyceum in a tone that caused Goh to raise an eyebrow. The young acolyte was sure he heard sorrow and weariness in the necromancer's voice. A part of Goh thought he should reach out, the pious and empathetic side he had trained over years of study and worship. The same aspect that ached whenever he watched a face shift into sorrow and dissociation.

    But Goh did not reach out. Partially because he knew there was no time, not if he wanted to help Emma. But also because he feared Lyceum, feared the power she had, that she had shown him. So, instead, Goh nodded and led her to Emma's room, and, as they went, a small crack appeared in the middle of Caitlyn's door, one from which a strange, faint blue light glowed.

    Goh picked the lock on the door and showed Lyceum to where Emma lay, still sleeping, dripping wet, cheek in a puddle of water. Seeing this, Lyceum motioned for Goh to lift her up and place Emma in her bed, which was, like her desk, a hot mess. Goh did this without complaint, despite his personal stress that he would drop her as soon as he had her in the open air.

    Once on the bed, Lyceum came and placed the back of her hand atop Emma's forehead. Goh thought about telling her that he had already checked for a fever but decided against it. Lyceum was, doubtless, doing something more than the most mundane of examinations. Even as she checked Emma's pulse, Goh thought she must be working some sort of spell. Assessing to see if there was poison in her or if some malicious being infected her blood.

    The amount of self-control it took for Goh not to bark out a single laugh when Lyceum muttered, "even pulse, no fever." It certainly wasn't the first time Goh had seen these necromancers do something like this. Something about arcane knowledge must have made the lot feel like people like him didn't possess the wherewithal to do something so mundane. He tried not to be offended by the action. On some level, Goh could relate. Even if he had seen someone wipe down his station in the kitchen, he would go back over it himself. There was a certain obsessiveness that came with knowing how to do a job correctly. A perverse possessiveness that came along with searching for perfection in something.

    Something about that line of thought sat funny as Goh continued to watch Lyceum, who began to mutter words to herself. Words, Goh realized, that he almost recognized but that slipped from his mind. Slithering through him, the lick of a snake's tongue against the ear, a figure seen out of the corner of his eye. But turn around, or swat away that little tickle behind the ear, and you'd find nothing. The way she treated Emma, looked at her, and the subtle movements of her hands reminded Goh of how the chefs treated their knives. Deep care, a pride in what was theirs, a desire to have it be the sharpest, the best looking, and strangely, the one with the most mileage on it.

    The words filled Goh's ears, and darkness collected in Lyceum's outstretched hand and dropped in large globules onto Emma. The air began to feel heavy. Goh felt like he could hardly breathe as the lich did whatever it was she did. Around him, the bowls of fruit and the various plants Emma kept in her room wilted and rotted into stinking piles of mush before, eventually, vanishing, becoming piles of dirt and dust. Once they had been drained of everything, the words Lyceum had been muttering filled the room, like the clap of thunder, and the space around Goh seemed less real, like a painting that he observed from a few feet away. Even Lyceum and Emma faded to the middle distance, becoming the focal point of the image.

    Goh felt unsteady as he was drawn away, away, away, blank, eggshell white edging in. The details of his world pushed out, stranding him in something, not like oblivion, but just as frightening. Fear-gripped, he stepped forward and reached for Lyceum and was shocked to feel his hand come to rest on something tangible.

    Lyceum did not turn to Goh but muttered an apology and added, "Keep your hand there. It will help keep you steady and safe while I work."

    Goh wanted to ask some relatively reasonable questions like, what the fuck is going on? What do you mean by steady? No, what do you mean by SAFE? But, considering the situation at hand, Goh kept his mouth shut and stared wide-eyed at whatever it was Lyceum was up to.

    The chanting had become softer since holding onto the lich's shoulder, which was good. Still, all it did for Goh was change the sounds from being a thunderclap in his mind to the soft tickle of a whisper, the warm, steady stream of breath at the nape of the neck. It made Goh's hair stand on end, and his skin got cold. All the while, the dark globules formed in Lyceum's hand and dropped down, stretching a bit before falling down onto her. A strange light came from her hands as well, which Goh could liken only to the light cast from a gas lamp in the early hours of the morning. The illumination obscured more than it revealed, the smudged light creating a cascading, shifting haze, only occasionally showing the secrets of the shadow.

    "This is a rather nasty spell," said Lyceum to no one in particular. Her voice was a murmur in a windstorm, blown away as soon as it exited her. Goh leaned in closer to her, trying to hear.

    "...dead...if it were...oh Emma, darling... trying to tarnish you...so proud...I'm."

    Then, with the suddenness of a rubber band snapping under pressure, the room returned to normal. The shadows over Emma were gone, and Lyceum had turned away from Goh, dabbing at her face. The silence was heavy, more intense than the thrum and buzz in the air, more suffocating than the chanting and the murmurs that had crowded his ears and head. Goh felt like a crack had formed somewhere in him, a little rift, and with it was paired realization. Silence was where fear lived, and if he had to be there, even if only to make a brief stop, there would be no rest or reprieve. Only exhaustion and the fitful embrace of, and let's be honest, Goh's best girl, anxiety.

    Already the thoughts threatened to saturate, steeping in the perfect climate of his tumultuous but otherwise empty heart. Goh broke the silence to save himself to pull away from the unwanted embrace of his undesired lover.

    "What's wrong with her?"

    Lyceum looked at him over her shoulder, "I thought you'd have run out after all that."

    Goh said nothing, and Lyceum sighed as she said, "You won't understand, but if you must know, she was afflicted with a spell. An advanced one. The kind that one might theorize about, or fantasize about, not cast."

    "Why not?"

    "It'd kill you. Or, more correctly, it'd kill someone. Magic exacts a toll. No matter what you do. To enact your will upon the world takes a certain fortitude. So it has been ever since The Absentee Pact," explained Lyceum in the matter-of-fact tone one takes either with a peer or someone so hopeless that to explain would be a waste of time and blather on, a cruel but small pleasure.

    "Okay," said Goh, following it quickly with an "awh fuck, what do we do?”

    "We do nothing. I, on the other hand, pop into my darling Emma's mind and pull her out of whatever fantasy, or nightmare, she resides in," said Lyceum.

    "Can you just do that? Without, you know, dying or something?"

    Lyceum smiled, "As I said, all magic comes at a cost. This will be no exception. It will not cost me my life. I haven't one to give. Nor will I cease to be. But I will be changed."

    "What should I do?" Asked Goh.

    "Leave this room and lock the door. What will happen here will be unsafe for you to witness. If you are feeling kind, guard the entrance. I have worked a little magic already to keep away more ordinary eyes. Only those regularly exposed to magic or who can work it themselves will be able to note that something is amiss here."

    Goh nodded and did as he was told but, as closed the door behind him, Lyceum said, almost in a whisper, "three knocks, in this rhythm, ba-ba-ba, by tomorrow morning. Open this door for nothing else, and if you do not hear them by the time the sun splits the night, make sure that this room can never again be opened. Understood?"

    No. Not understood. What in the wide array of fucks did that mean? Shit sake, all this arcane stuff makes no sense, and the fact that, on some level, that was the point made it all the more odious.

    But, nonetheless, Goh said, "understood," and locked the door behind him. On the other side now, he let himself slide down the wood door, bracing himself against it with his back and controlling his descent with his legs, coming to a seat on the cold, dirty floor.

    


    The crack in the door had become prominent enough now that a crowd had gathered. At first, a small group, a few couples out for a walk, enjoying the afternoon sun. Of course, once enough people had gathered, and word traveled about the slowly spreading crack and the blue-green light that shone from within, it became increasingly apparent to whom the room belonged. It wasn't a quick process, the crack spreading from its original middle position to reaching both the top and bottom of the door. And now, in the process of spider-webbing so that it touched every corner, it seemed ready to break apart. But, tension gave way to boredom as the sun sank and the air-cooled and shadow grew.

    So, eventually, people returned to their business. The time it took for anything to happen and the fact that the door led to a lich's room had robbed the event of its miraculous quality. If any had stayed, or even walked by, as night began to fall, they would have seen a woman emerge from the crack.

    It took Caitlyn awhile to compose herself once she emerged. The ground seemed such a comforting place once she had extracted herself from whatever that in-between space had been. When she stood, at last, her knees ached, and her palms had been impressed by the rocks and debris that lined the cobblestone path. Caitlyn was a different woman than the one that had stepped through the door and gone Behind the Curtains. When she had first seen herself reflected in a puddle, Caitlyn wasn't sure if she were older. As far as Caitlyn could tell, she hadn't even spent a full day on the other side, but the look in her eye and the long streak of white that threaded its way through her long, dark hair made her appear as though it had been a decade. Caitlyn hoped that was not the case. Or at the very least that the time that had on her side had not been much time at all.

    Caitlyn knocked on the door to Lyceum's room and waited a polite two minutes. When no one answered, she flung the door open and was assaulted by the sweet-sour smell of rotting fruit. The smell was overwhelming and attacked Caitlyn when she opened the door as if it were lying in wait. She shut the door quickly and backed away, breath held. The fruit did not bode well for Caitlyn regarding how long she had been gone, but then, she consoled herself, maybe this was a necromancer thing? They liked dead bodies; perhaps the stench of rotten things was pleasant, especially to a lich. Regardless, her mind turned to other matters, and Caitlyn decided to head for a more critical door, the one Goh was behind.

    So, walking with calm and even strides before quickening her pace and changing her steps so that she was, literally, skipping along the cobblestone pathways, Caitlyn hurried along. She decided that cutting through the more manicured portions of the manor's grounds would be faster. Through the dew heavy grasses, flower petals breaking apart at her feet and fluttering up dramatically, without regard for what they were supposed to do. A bit of the other side clung to Caitlyn, though not enough to make her stand out much. Merely enough that it presented as a kind of sweet residue, like honey only partially washed away, still sticky and fragrant. And so flower petals danced around her for a few moments, pulled toward her by an invisible draft. Fireflies flickered around her, following her a few paces and showing her in their light—minor works of magic, tiny flashes of cynosure.

    When Caitlyn got to Goh's door and finished with the same courtesies as earlier, she attempted to open the door. Unlike Lyceum's, it was locked, and, unlike her secret inamorato, Caitlyn's hands were not competent in the sort of ways that made it possible for her to finesse a lock. With a frown, Caitlyn fooled around with the idea of checking the kitchen for Goh, rolling it over on her tongue and twisting it into knots like a cherry stem, before deciding against it.

    If Goh were there, then he wouldn't want to talk to her, and even if he did, it would cause more trouble for him and more embarrassment for her than she thought worth it. Besides, Caitlyn reasoned, there was another place to check, one perhaps equally as likely as the kitchen to be hiding her Goh. And that was with the other one, Emma. And if he wasn't, well, it was likely time that Caitlyn introduced herself to the lich's apprentice anyway. Time to pool their knowledge together, the four of them, and make a move.

    


    The first bell of the day had rung, and thus Emma's first batch of necromancers-to-be went off to gossip, study, and seduce one another. All while trying to eat the food that had been explicitly designed to give them the requisite nutrients, all at a low, low cost. Emma sat alone at her desk, in front of her the salad she had promised herself and a piece of a near-raw beef product she had found, wrapped in parchment and tied with twine, in the back of the freezer. Emma was not usually in the habit of stealing other people's food, but it was the middle of the week. That meant that it would be time for them to defrost, clean, and empty the freezer. Even though the possibility existed that someone might come looking for their beef, it was unlikely enough. It possessed enough plausible deniability that she had decided fuck-it.

    The lovely folks in the cafeteria had given the beef medallion nice charr. They sliced it into strips, topping it with a wonderfully rich pan sauce. One bite of it and Emma felt like she was floating. A second and any reservations about what eating something like this might do to her stomach were gone. So, in her empty classroom, Emma sat quietly, eating her lunch, feeling a bit of strength return as she grew full. She felt more complacent as her eyelids grew heavy, and it became harder to remain upright. Clearing off the last of the food on her plate and scooting them rather precariously to the edge of the desk, Emma folded over. She tucked her arms to make a pillow for herself. It took a bit of maneuvering to get her hair out of the way. She was reminded of why she rarely let it get so long. Still, after a few minutes of struggle and only a few strands of stray hair making it into her mouth, Emma shut her eyes and let herself drift...drift...

    "Hello," sang an intruder, their husky voice soothing as warm tea with slow drips of honey melted into.

    Groggily, Emma opened her eyes, the energy not yet there for her to sit upright.

    "Almondine. I wasn't expecting you to be paying me a visit."

    "Ah, yes," said Almondine, "but that's what makes it sweet and romantic. Coming unannounced, and with fresh coffee!"

    With the ghost of a smile on her face, Emma sat up and relieved Almondine of the cup of coffee in their hand. Emma immediately took a big sip out of the mug, despite the warning of the steam that billowed up in large puffs. She winced in pain at the heat but returned for seconds despite the pain. The coffee tasted like floor polish, or so Emma imagined, having never partaken in the stuff. Its bitterness rolled across her tongue, and the acidity of it set her stomach to grumbling almost immediately. Still, in three big gulps, Emma finished the stuff and sat the mug down on her desk, feeling rejuvenated.

    "Do I still look like shit?" asked Emma, now leaning against her desk.

    Almondine shrugged, "Not crusted over shit, no."

    Emma feigned offense, "Oh, thank you, dear-heart, for that. So glad to look like fresh and stinky shit instead."

    Almondine sashayed over to where Emma stood, their hazel eyes catching hold of Emma's in that precise way that made her cheeks burn. They wrapped their arms around Emma's waist, pulling her in and brushing their lips against their neck, their cheek, their ear, before whispering, "You smell delicious."

    A shiver ran through Emma, and her hair stood on end. When Almondine tried to pull back, it was no decision for Emma to pull them back into the embrace. There was but a moment's hesitation, a stray thought of the consequences of being caught, before Emma kissed a fox-grinning Almondine. But of course, that wasn't enough; how could it be?

    So, Almondine placed a lock on the door and a veil that would obscure prying eyes over the small window on the classroom door, taking only the most minor of precautions. Emma threw up a ward to deafen whatever sounds might make their way out of either of them. The act drew blood from both of them, a few droplets from under the fingernails on Almondine's right hand, and a single tear streak of red from Emma's left eye.

    Noticing the streak of blood, Almondine kissed their way up to Emma's cheek when she licked the blood clean in a single go. Emma bit her lip, trying to suppress the small sighs of pleasure attempting to break free, the shudders of pleasure already coming embarrassingly frequent. Had it really been this long since they'd had sex? Or was it the location, the heightened adrenaline that came bundled with doing what one knows they should not? It didn't matter; Emma decided before plunging her hand down Almondine's pants at the same time her lover pushed their hand up Emma's shirt.

    So it was then, with pinching and squeezing, the brushing of lips to the flesh, the pulling of hair, and the occasional push against the desk, that both Emma and Almondine made their way to orgasm. They drove one another wild doing it, pulling back, releasing pressure from the trigger just as one was about to go off. Or by choking away the moan, depriving each of air and the simple release of the voice. By the time that they'd finished, they could hear the students in the hall, shuffling along toward class with no particular haste or enthusiasm.

    Uncoupling and hastily straightening their respective outfits, Emma and Almondine parted ways, though not before making plans to grab a drink after work and have a proper romp later in the night. With a few small mutterings, Almondine opened a door of their own design, passing through inky darkness and vanishing all in the blink of an eye. After they had gone and some of the blood returned to Emma's brain, she panicked. She was sure she appeared flushed and disheveled as she undid the locks and charms on the door and opened it. To her great surprise, instead of a school hall filled with students on their way to class, there stood Lyceum surrounded by unsettling and swirling darkness

    "May I come in?" asked the lich.

    Lyceum did not wait for an answer, which was great considering that Emma was speechless and possessed, suddenly, by an intense migraine. In twenty years, Emma had not seen her since she had willingly smashed her phylactery and allowed time to catch up to her. It hadn't been long since Emma left the firm behind, her name respected and feared worldwide, and her power as a necromancer feared and respected. Journals had written extensively about Emma since Lyceum had died. She had been called a genius and dangerous and brave for her control and ability to adequately use her powers without a focus. It was incredibly poor-research on the part of the journalists, cherry-picking her most heroic and stupid moments. Still, it got her a teaching gig and the kind of clout that a late-life biography would cash in on for real money in the bank.

    Or was that the case? When Emma tried to focus on the memories over the past twenty years, they seemed obscured by fog, the black, smudged-ink quality of the shadows shifting around in the distance. When she tried to think about it, her head throbbed with such ferocity that she thought she might vomit.

    "Oh, dear, darling, you look like you might pass out. Why don't you sit down?" asked Lyceum, wrapping her arms gently around her apprentice and bringing her to sit at her desk.

    "Would it make you feel better to know that you look good? You certainly haven't shied away from the crows-feet, the darkening of the eyes, the sagging and the wrinkles, but here you are! Aged like wine, all the more complex for the experience," said Lyceum, playfully.

    Deciding, tactfully, to clip off the thought of, "You are a wine I would most certainly savor."

    Emma laughed weakly, "Well, not that I've had much of a choice. Time comes for us all. Now, uh, if you don't mind explaining to me how you could be here? You gave up your lichood and, well, rotted away, to put it indelicately."

    Lyceum shrugged, non-committal. It was a silly proposition because, first thing, this was a dream (a fact that Emma could be forgiven for since she was unaware of that point) but, second, Emma could have been a damned lich! Time would continue on, and there was a certain level of upkeep, not many rich farmers or fishermen, what with the constant blackhole needed to suck in life.

    Emma should have at least known that much. And her ideas about lichood were wholly outdated, clearly a part of the spell that had been worked over her. Lyceum couldn't see the world that Emma did, aside from this single classroom. That was no judge at all of what was constructed; buildings and people changed rapidly, but classrooms and offices stayed the same. Nonetheless, Lyceum imagined that everything about this world would be outdated, at least a little, a homunculus of memories and impressions, enough of Emma's own sewn in to make it believable.

    "When you are so powerful as I, even death is not enough to keep you down for long. I take it you decided not to become a lich, though?" said Lyceum, seizing an opportunity to learn more about her apprentice in a way that she registered, fleetingly, as immoral.

    "No. I never did," replied Emma, taking for granted what her old master said. It wasn't entirely unheard of for a lich to manifest themselves before people they were close to. Their souls were, typically, held in full by whomever they had gone into contract with. Still, expectations did exist, and, even if Lyceum had only a small piece of herself to do it with, she could have imprinted herself on Emma's own soul at any time.

    "And why not? I always thought of you as someone who would be willing to take the plunge."

    Emma considered this for a moment. She remembered a time when she had wanted what Lyceum had. The power, the position, the prestige of it all. She had wanted to become a partner at Ableworth, Cain, and Lyceum and, given enough time, start her own firm. But she had given up on all that, traded in hot air for a cool breeze. And, like her memories from before, the reason was ephemeral, smokelike in its impossibility to get her hands around it.

    "I don't know. I guess my priorities changed more than I expected. I always wanted to give back something. And I guess I felt what I had done as your apprentice was enough. That it was time to pass everything I could on to the next generation of necromancers," Emma said after a vast expanse of quiet had formed distance between them.

    Lyceum smiled, "My darling Emma, what a selfless thought. You are so different here than what you have ever shown me before."

    "When I was your apprentice. Back when you were, well, when you were alive, I was afraid to speak up. I thought you'd call me naive, make me feel stupid. I'm not stupid. Afraid, but not stupid," explained Emma.

    Surely not! Thought Lyceum. There was no shame in the ambitions Emma held, naive though they were. And so what if they were? Being worldly, pragmatic, reasonable and cynical, and living within the cage of conventional wisdom was dry and dull.

    "I'm sorry you felt that way, my darling. And I hope, if there is anything you hold on to at the end of this dream, it is that bravery you have now. And I hope you'll forgive me, too, for pulling you from whatever peace you have found here."

    Emma opened her mouth, a laugh hiccuping out of her, ready to protest the frankly absurd notion that this was a dream. But when Lyceum reached out and stroked the side of Emma's cheek, the gentle tease of a lover, a flood of memories and thoughts washed over her, sweeping her away. Emma was ripped violently away from the classroom, watching it and Lyceum fade away, her body still there, but not her body really. It was older, much older than she was, and fashionable in all the ways Emma dreamed she might be in old age.

    Dream. Dream. Dream.

    


    Her eyes opened, and she was lost in the manor. The walls leaned in at angles, and the halls opened up wide, wider still, before closing back in, becoming claustrophobic. She was younger now, restored to the self she had been, but who that self was eluded her. Whenever she would try to grasp hold of it, it would slither out of her grip.

    What else could be done? The woman walked through the halls of a manor she remembered but couldn't place why or how. With the turn of each corner, she felt a pounding in her chest. A prickling of the hair at the nape of her neck, an esoteric knowledge that told her that she would, in time, find "it." What "it" was, she couldn't say, but she knew that it would mean something to her. It was that feeling of a word or an image, some piece of information barely remembered. A malformed thought at the forefront of the mind, unable to be grasped as it is, an important part missing, the last gear so that it all clicks into place. The desire for satisfaction, for completion, drove the woman on, down darkened halls that twisted in ways sometimes so treacherous or impossible that she was forced to find another path.

    She was drenched in sweat, droplets of it pooling at her nose before becoming too heavy and falling to the ground. When she wiped away the moisture around her mouth and eyes, the backside of her hand came away smeared with eyeliner and she was confident; she looked like an absolute lunatic. But the worst of it was the sudden cold. The woman had ventured deep into the manor, her heart pounding as she did, something implacable inside of her telling her that she was closing in on what she searched for. As she went further, the paths became easier, if stranger, to walk.

    The manor's smooth grey stone faded into a slick, black rock that the woman had to be careful not to slip on. With each step, she heard the telltale squish of wet moss, or mud, half-dried, where any pressure releases the dirty water trapped within. Eventually, the earth on which the woman walked started to give way beneath her. The walls were decorated with vines, flowers in various shades of red, violet, and blue dotted the border in full bloom, at least until she walked by. At that point, they would close tight until she was gone and, slowly, they would unfurl again. The woman smiled at the shy flowers and made a point to always look back at them.

    The manor opened up into or perhaps became a garden. Around the woman were all kinds of foliage, most of which she had no name for. As such registered in broader, more childish categories, like bush, or tree, or flower and, on occasion, the all-encompassing void of plant. The woman got the feeling that even if/when she regained the sense of self she had lost, or that had been stolen, she would still not know jackshit about plants. She imagined that she didn't much care to know either. As she walked, a small sound came from a distance, a sound like a child trying to stifle their tears. And, unable or under-experienced in the art of the silent sob, thus amplified their sorrow.

    The voice inside the woman who told her to move forward, wander the manor, search and find, told her now to find the crying source if she wanted to complete herself. The voice warned her that those tears were falling for a reason and steel herself for what she saw. For the first time since she had awoken here in a place, she remembered in the way one remembers dreams, hours after waking, that the voice that spoke to her was not, in fact, her own. The cadence was different when it spoke. Though she might often hold congress with herself when the woman talked back to the voice inside her mind, it was not like slicing off a piece of herself. Instead, it was as if the whole of her was against the total of another. Like with herself and with the manor, the voice had a name, a significance to the woman. One that pressed on the tip of her tongue and pushed at the front of her skull, ready to escape.

    Eventually, the open spaces of the manor garden thickened and darkened. Shades of twilight—dusty blues, dark purples, blacks lightened by starlight's cream color—fell over everything. The grasses grew to waist height, and the trees, suddenly everywhere, towered above her and bent around her, seeming to lean in. Their leaves registered a poisonous green, like the splotches on the backs of individual frogs. When the wind blew through the leaves, a sound like laughter filled the entire wood, and the woman was forced to stand still and hold herself, bracing against what a threat she could not identify. Flowers dotted the path if path it could be called. With its gnarled roots, kindling dry branches, thick grasses for snatching (for the woman was sure they were trying to wrap around her) at feet but were all the color of moonlight. The flowers too laughed, though, in a more playful way, a pranksters giggle rather than a fox's cackle, childish and harmless.

    It still made the woman's hair stand on end, though, and the voice that had been guiding her agreed. It was some creepy shit.

    There was rustling in the wood as the woman moved deeper into it. Sometimes whatever made the sounds were so near her, like it was on the branch of a tree right next to her, reaching out with...something. Not a hand, not so familiar as that, more like a tentacle, but not, more like a vine, more like a root. The woman couldn't be sure and something in her, something that belonged to her this time, told her not to probe deep into what she thought she saw, what may have been there, but her mind told her it was not. And so, despite the rustling, despite the feeling that something was watching her, trying to touch and caress her, she walked. Her eyes singularly focused on what was ahead of her, of the turns and twists of the forest floor as she followed the sound of crying deeper and deeper still.

    Like traveling in a dream, the woman passed into what she thought to be the wood's thickest part. She closed her eyes against the trees and vines' hanging branches, only to open them and find herself in an opening. The trees that had leered about, with their rustling laughter and strange creatures that used them as highways, were now held back at a respectful distance.

    In the center of the glade was a thin pool that appeared to be about the moon's size and shape, a reflection of which fit perfectly inside. A small girl, dressed in tight-fitting clothes—a tunic, nut brown, simple cloth pants, a brown hide vest, and a scarf that was long and flawless and flowing and entirely out of place—toes dipped lightly in the water. The crying from earlier came from the little girl. And so the woman did what anyone would do; shuffled awkwardly from one foot to another before finally summoning the necessary courage to go sit next to the child and ask, "what's the matter?"

    With snot running down her wet face, the girl said, "you're here," in the tiniest voice. The woman opened her mouth to ask a question, but then suddenly, a cold, damp hand wrapped around the entire circumference of her leg and yanked. Suddenly, the woman was pulled into the pool, and, in a flash of panic, she reached out to grab anything and found the girl's ankle.

    And then she was going down, water filling up her nostrils, the light from above growing dimmer and dimmer. The little girl was gone, and, marking her disappearance, a name was screamed, nearby, and then echoing further and further into nothingness. Emma. Emma.

    Emma. That was her, Emma the Necromancer, Emma Elric. And with that revelation, that feeling of completion, came a surge of fury. What, are you going to die here? Emma thought, go through all this damn trouble of figuring out who you are after coming to this literal hellscape and just fucking die? I think the fuck not! Emma kicked at the creature at first, but it did nothing. When it turned, quicker than she could comprehend and impossibly considering how it led her down and swiped at her in warning, she abandoned the physical pursuit.

    She also remembered, or perhaps realized, that this wasn't real. However, something about that way of thinking landed oddly, like a dancer placing their foot in the wrong order of an entrechat. But, at the moment, Emma didn't have time to devote the mental resources to this train of thought. And so she stopped, brushing it to the side, at the edge of sight so that it could cause her mild, yet endless vexation.

    Above, there was almost nothing left of the pool's surface, save a sliver from which Emma could see the moon, entirely eclipsing where she had come in. Hence, all that Emma could see was pale light that managed to pierce down into the water in a few thin slices.

    Emma, the Necromancer, fixed her gaze on the light and reached out, trying to find something living aside from herself to draw power from. Naturally, there was nothing of the sort. She rolled her eyes mentally and made the snap decision that she would much prefer to drown because of her foolishness than let this monster take her. It had been forty-five seconds, perhaps a minute. Already she was so far away from the surface, already her chest burned like a furnace, and a voice in her head began to shout air, air, air, in panic.

    Doing her damndest to stifle the voice that shouted at her to panic, Emma did the only thing she could and began burning away her own life. She took from unnecessary stuff at first, fat and the sugars in her body, using her dark power and weaving the threads of moonlight into it. A pulse moved through the water like a detonation. Still, Emma moved ever closer to the bottom of the abyss she'd been dragged into.

    A few bubbles of precious breath escaped her lips, and the light above her began to fade. Darkness eating away at it, leaving jagged, uneven edges in its wake. The furnace in Emma's chest had caught fire and was working on setting fire to the whole house. Her head was a forge, the hammer coming down arrhythmically, smashing all thought into splintered shards.

    For all intents and purposes, Emma had no options or at least none that presented any favorable outcomes. This realization was conjoined with boldness and bravery that Emma had never before felt. A cold clarity came over her as she realized that she would die. Manifold regrets chugged along to Emma's heartbeat. The realization that all the dreams she had had on starry nights would dissipate the same way dreams always did upon waking made her want to sob.

    And yet, how could Emma let her end be under the control of anyone besides herself. It was an intense feeling, not alien but long-buried, and never in this defiant of a context. Emma was confident that she would die no matter what she did. Imagined, even,  that she was debris floating in the sea, a single, useless figure at the mercy of the vast, the dark, the mysterious. Her choices now were the only thing she had, so she chose to die fighting and stupid.

    Magic was a push and pull, give, and take. It had always been that way, or maybe not forever, but Emma slept through the history of magic one and two. But that didn't matter. What did matter was what you were willing to give up, especially as a necromancer. The more precious what you gave up was, the more power granted. And what, right now, as Emma was pulled deeper, deeper into the darkness, drowning, was more precious than the air in her lungs.

    Emma shut her eyes and took one last moment to appreciate what she had, the fire in her chest, the screaming in her brain that begged for air. She took a second to steal her mind, to summon all the courage she had, and to shut out the voice of Lyceum, who had been shouting at her to stop what she was doing. And then, with the speed of a stray thought, all but a few shallow puffs of her breath were gone, and Emma had to bite down on her lower lip, hard, to keep from opening her mouth to gulp in the water surrounding her.

    Shadows gathered around Emma as she was pulled down, the moonlight above turning to wavering slivers. Forcing her mind to stay on task, despite its primal desire to survive, Emma called on the threads of moonlight to slice into the creature. Blood floated in wisps, streaming past her face, giving Emma a few fleeting seconds to focus on something else before snapping back to reality.

    The creature had loosened its grip on Emma enough that she could kick out of it. She left her spell in place, trapping the monster and slowly, painfully, ripping it to bits. The surface was an eternity away, and Emma did not have the energy to make it there, something she had been aware of the moment she made her choice. Oh well, good try; at least you went out on your terms instead of in the clutches of some impossible nightmare creature, right?

    Wrong. Wrong. To hell with all that mess. Emma was not about to go through all this trouble to just die here and now. But what could she do? Emma shut her eyes, will wavering, ready to go into that gentle goodnight, prepared to welcome the dying of the light. But just as Emma resigned herself to death, the wheel clicked, and an idea struck. This was a dream, one that existed in her mind, one she was lucid in. Emma remembered her passage through the thickest part of the forest, how she had jumped like, cut roughly from entering into it to exiting.

    A sudden jolt of adrenaline set Emma's thoughts racing. How to trigger the jump, how, how, how. She shut her eyes, envisioned breaking the surface, and kicked but nothing. Fuck. Her lungs begged for fresh air, and her version was a keyhole. Her head throbbed and, desperate for even a tiny reprieve, Emma imagined that she was a mermaid. She brought her legs together and imagined, in all the detail she could, that it was a big fin. She forced herself to believe that she belonged in the water, that she was not drowning.

    The fear and anxiety tried to surface, to interrupt her, but Emma would not let it. The first thing any prospective necromancer learned was the theory of the Riding Crop and The Carrot. It was a mental exercise in which one imagined being their chosen beast of burden, horse, donkey, what have you. Then, you imagine a carrot on a string, which represents desire or ambition or some other ambiguous human emotion. That was the thing that you walked toward, and it was good motivation. It would push you forward in difficult times, up to a point. But, when you reached that point, you would need something else, something more concrete than the vague promises and dreams that came in went with sunrise and sunset. You needed a riding crop, something real, sharp, and even painful. A motivating force that was ever-present and could not be ignored without injury to pride, body, heart, or soul.

    This theory was meant to help first-years intellectualize and visualize the power within and without, a mental shorthand when it came to trying to work magic. Of course, everyone saw the potential for giving yourself that extra oomph when you needed it. Oh, so you've used up your focus, and you still haven't managed to reverse age a century egg back to its nascent state? Pity, failing this test will get you kicked out of the program, and then what? No one is going to sign on a blunder mage. Better suck it up and take a little from yourself.

    What's some blood loss if it gets you passing marks?

    So, it didn't take much at all for Emma to convince herself that if she did not take control of this dream right now, and grow some damn gills, then she was going to die. And that was all true, and it shut up the critics of fear and doubt. The hard slap of facts drove her through the brick wall of conscious and reasonable thought into the whimsy and nonsense of dream logic.

    Air-filled Emma's lungs as she kicked through the water, cutting through it like a chef's knife, the smoothness of the motion, the comfort of a place that was her home, had always been her home, washed over her. Within the space of a few breaths, her vision was back and clear, and the pulse in her head magnified to a migraine so profound she had to shut her eyes and stop dead in the water. As it turned out, stopping compounded the issue as Emma was unable to breathe while still. So, with one eye cracked open, she swam in tiny circles until the migraine receded into the distance, becoming a threat should she exert herself too much.

    Emma felt a sense of comfort fall over her, like a blanket, whipped up into the air by a parent or playful lover, gently collapsing onto her unevenly after a long day. When she jettisoned herself forward, she shut her eyes. She felt all the pressures of her life wash away, dissipating in the water. This was where Emma belonged, the playful trickster of the pond that she'd become. The tiny voice in the furthest corner of Emma's mind was nearly ignored as it did its best to bridge this new, dream version of who she was with who and what she was.

    It took a list of everything Emma needed to get done and a plea to her perpetually guilty conscience (thanks, anxiety) to synthesize the two versions of herself. But once reconstituted, the necromancer made her way toward the surface. Her heart now set that she would find herself awake in her room when she burst through to the surface. She hoped that it hadn't been too long since she had fallen into this magical slumber. And that there would be an unacceptable amount of soft, creamy cheeses, meats, and other pieces of charcuterie awaiting her.

    However, an unwanted dream possesses all the cruelties of life but with none of the logical confinement. Emma was within a kick or two of breaking the surface when she was violently wrenched away. Her momentum was used against her so that it knocked the air out of her and jerked her violently about. Her shoulders and chest, in particular, took the brunt of the force, making it so anything more than a shallow inhale hurt.

    Wrapped around Emma were chains, translucent and unrestrictive her movement until she swam for the surface. Then Emma felt their weight, felt their pull around her tail fin and her wrists, tightening. From deep below, she felt a tug on her body. It was a warning that if she got too close to the surface, she'd be pulled back down.

    Well, fuck me running, Emma thought, of course, I can't just leave like that. Magical sleep, magical prison. Rolling her eyes in frustration, Emma began the protracted picking of the locks that tethered her to her dreams and nightmares.

    


    Meanwhile, Goh sat, bored, at the door to Emma's room in the waking world. The way that Lyceum had made it sound, he should have been pressing the total weight of his body onto the door as it splintered, and the hinges busted, screws flying off into the distance. Goh had thought that there would be shadowed beasts, formless and unstable alike, trying to escape the solitary confinement of nightmare and come rampaging into reality. But no, it wasn't to be, and despite himself, Goh couldn't help but feel cheated. Where was his glory, where was his moment in the spotlight?

    Goh knew, of course, that this was a moronic train of thought, but he couldn't stop them from coming, unbidden, and filling up his mind so much that they leaked into his other senses. He floated out of the present and into a world of what-ifs in which he was alternately the hero, never unappreciated or redundant. He was always rewarded, sometimes with divine providence. More often, a peck on the cheek and a gentle squeeze of the hand from a smiling and proud Caitlyn was his reward.

    So lost was Goh in daydreams and secret smiles that he nearly missed Caitlyn came into view, her small procession of various, colorful bits of flora and gently buzzing bees and fluttering butterflies doing ballet all about her. And when he did notice the ghostly visage of a woman so changed from her time in a place he knew nothing of and could not comprehend, he didn't recognize her, at least not at first. But the closer she got, the more Goh realized who she was and, when it did dawn on him when the sensory overload of the moment passed, he yelped.

    A spark of embarrassment at the yelp, which was high pitched, turned Goh's neck and face bright red. There was no way that Caitlyn had heard it, her distance and the glass and stone separating them saving him from further shame. Goh was not, however, protected from the embarrassment of being seen by Caitlyn at the moment he yelped. She waved at him as she made her way to the door, just out of view of Goh's view and undoubtedly toward him.

    Goh had a bit of time to think about what was different about Caitlyn and identified that it was, in fact, hella odd that she had this dance of flowers and bugs following her. Maybe this was part of what Lyceum told him about, and that was why she was so dreamlike as she came upon him. Perhaps he had fallen asleep and was being affected by the spell, like secondhand smoke, endangering him merely by being present.

    But the heart said, "Well, fuck that. If it is a dream, a waking one or not, it's a nice one, and if not, then even better."

    And, as in all disputes of logic and love, the heart gave the brain a haymaker and became the soul console on the matter at hand.

    "Caitlyn! I am so glad to see you. Lyceum said you were, uh, behind a curtain or something?" exclaimed Goh, voice fluctuating at the start before leveling off.

    “Not behind a curtain, Goh. I was Behind The Curtain. Like, turning a page on a book and realizing that there is an entirely different book on the next page is how I've come to think of it," explained Caitlyn.

    Goh wrinkled his brow, the metaphor landing more like the explanation of an inside joke between lifelong friends.

    Sensing this, Caitlyn elaborated, "Like, okay. So, if you took the sheet on your bed and peeled it back and, well, it was a bed. But it was a bed made of clouds streaked through with pastel blues and purples and sunflower yellows. And, like, when you laid on it, it felt like a bed, but it was spongy and smelled sweet and had eyes that rolled around and fixated on you and teeth to gobble you up with."

    Goh looked ill at that, and so Caitlyn hastily added, "oh, but there are things sweet as candy, as rich as dark chocolate, and as funky as fish sauce too."

    This did not assuage Goh in any way, so he moved the conversation forward, "what were you doing over there?"

    By now, Caitlyn had taken a seat across from Goh and was finding it hard not to stare and lose herself in his features. It was such a great comfort to see him that even the worry lines in his face were monuments worthy of marvel.

    "Oh, uh," Caitlyn responded, realizing that she had, in fact, been staring, "well, looking for Iaralie."

    "Whoa, whoa. Hold up. Were you looking for God over there? Does that mean that that is His realm? It sounds a lot less inviting than I'd thought."

    "Their."

    "What?" asked Goh, genuinely puzzled.

    "Their realm. We were both wrong. Iaralie is non-binary. Also, no. They told me they have one, but the bars are better Behind the Curtain," explained Caitlyn.

    As it was, the realm of any God was a facet of reality; it just so happened to be one that humans were not, typically, conscious of. Iaralie had described it as the humble mantis shrimp. A creature whose eyes could see colors that humans could not, something Caitlyn absolutely could not wrap her mind around.

    "It is a suck-ass metaphor," They said, "but I'll be damned if I can think of another way to describe something you can't conceive of."

    Caitlyn had thought that likening it to this place, layered beneath reality, would have been a better place to start. But she supposed that things weren't so odd here. She had conceived of Iaralie, after all. She was part of why They existed at all. While it was all uncanny compared to where she was from, everything seemed comprised of some sort of archetype she had encountered. Though Caitlyn had quickly learned, the generalities of life weren't worth much when compared with all the beautiful chaos and complexities of actually living.

    Goh said nothing for a minute or two after that, and Caitlyn watched as his face took on the telltale signs of thought. Glassy, distant eyes gazing at nothing in particular (her right shoulder) for far too long and an expression devoid of emotion and therefore clocked as resting bitch face. Caitlyn stayed silent while Goh thought, a little nervous about what he might say about this new revelation but cautiously trusting it not to be total shit.

    “Huh, well, okay," said Goh, "so you met Them?"

    Caitlyn smiled, "I did, yes."

    "I want to ask you to tell me everything, but I imagine that would take a while, so I guess we'll stick with what's most relevant. Tell me why Iaralie is in this place, and if They are okay, and what They need us to do," said Goh.

    And so Caitlyn explained everything, sparring only the details that might distract Goh the way the shape of his lips and the batting of his lashes distracted her. There were turns to the story that warped Goh's understanding of their God, and Caitlyn saw it on his face and understood how it felt. She had had to change the way she thought of things, many of which she was in various stages of digestion about.

    "You're telling me Iaralie was created by us?" asked Goh, sounding much less incredulous at the prospect of participating in the continual birthing of his God than Caitlyn had expected.

    "Kind of?" Caitlyn drew out the last word, bringing her shoulders up to touch her ear lobes, "the way Iaralie made it sound, there was always the seed of who they are. But that we watered it or fertilized it? I dunno. It was all very confusing."

    Goh sucked at the inside of his cheek and made a popping sound, "Okay," and they left it at that.

    “Well. I guess when Lyceum's done in there, we'll give her and Emma the update," said Goh, gesturing toward the door.

    "Oh. Is Emma in, like, some sort of meeting?" asked Caitlyn

    "She's asleep. Magically. And she isn't supposed to be. So, Lyceum is waking her up? It's weird; everything looked like a painting that I was being extracted from when I was in there before. Now I'm out here, guarding the door," Goh elaborated.

    "Oh."

    Suddenly, the conversation's liveliness disappeared, and Caitlyn stood there, too aware of her body and Goh's. She rocked back on her feet a little. She felt the tiny pulses of electricity, of nervousness and anxiety, run their course through her. Caitlyn was unsure what to do next. She knew what she wanted to do, pull Goh into a kiss, and when her eyes glanced over him, they inevitably lingered on his lips.

    Ah, beans, she thought, why is this as hard as being on the other side? I came back with a glow up, and I'm still lanky, and weird, and full of fluff and fear.

    Goh, who was not so dense as to miss Caitlyn's eyes glazing over him with a moment of pause over his face, felt a knot tighten in his stomach. His mind, a little sore after losing out to the heart, had decided to exact its revenge by making him painfully aware of what Caitlyn didn't know about him. Sure, Goh's brain said, you love her, she's beautiful, she's excellent. But it'll be the same thing with her as it is with everyone. You'll tell her you're asexual and that that kind of thing doesn't interest you, that you don't feel that way. And then you'll be cold, distant, and uncaring. No amount of love letters, cuddles, or kisses will change that.

    The worst of it was that Goh's heart agreed. Usually so bold and full of fire, it was strange for it to be timid, but then again, the heart had already been cracked, shattered, or abandoned. It yearned, God did it yearn to be received with care and gratitude and understanding, but it had only the past to pull from, and that told the poor thing no. Like a dog, kicked and shouted at, no matter how desperate it was to please, all it took was a harsh word or sudden movement, and it would flinch away, tail tucked between its legs.

    So both stayed there in awful silence, afraid to take action, fearful for a future they want, but that is too full of possibility to reach out toward. Better to stay here, in this moment, where longing grips hold of them both and sinks its claws deep into their chest, piercing them through the heart.

    Blessedly, interrupting their private torment, there came a knock on Emma's door. Both Caitlyn and Goh turned and looked at the door in befuddlement. They stared for a handful of minutes, tense shoulder blades pinched back. Nothing happened at first, and the pair of them began to relax when another knock came, louder than the last, and both Caitlyn and Goh jumped in shock.

    "Uh, hello?" asked Caitlyn.

    Goh shot her a look, all ice, and knives, but Caitlyn merely shrugged. Her time Behind the Curtain had taught her in no uncertain terms that not answering a door was very rude.

    Of course, when the growling started, low before morphing into a high-pitched shriek and shadows began to leak out from around, and under the door like smoke, Caitlyn chastised herself. Then the pounding really started, the whole door shaking, the wisps of shadow dissipating with each thud. Caitlyn's chastisement turned to outright recrimination when the door's midsection bowed out and stretched, being pushed forward like a tongue would bubblegum.

    Goh was quick to react. He threw himself against the door, bracing his whole body against it. Caitlyn followed suit quickly, pinning down the other half. The pounding shook them each time it came, but they held fast until, level with his sternum, the door stretched out again, this time quick as a jab, and forced Goh away. Caitlyn looked away to see him on the ground over a foot away, gasping for breath. In that time, the door retracted back into itself only to fire off another jab, this one aimed at Caitlyn's right shoulder.

    The crunch of bone was an avalanche in her ears.

    The next thud came, and the hinges whined, and the wood creaked as it began to split. Goh cursed and threw himself against the door, bracing himself for the hit. Caitlyn did much the same, adrenaline erasing enough of the pain in her shoulders that she merely winced as she pressed herself against the door, tensing for the hit.

    A roar came behind the door, and, as expected, both were pushed away with a thunderous hit. Caitlyn and Goh watched in horror as the topmost part of the door warped into a face on the ground. The features were smooth and in possession of only one imperfection; a single scar on the cheek. A single eye, glaring and glowing cherry red, fixated on the pair and, when they looked in it, both Caitlyn and Goh felt thought slip and consciousness drip, drip away.

    


    Before Caitlyn found Goh, her uncanny procession of flora and buzzing bees and honey scent. Before the door morphed into a monster and produced a face whose single red eye could rob the mind of all sense, Emma waded in the water. Still puzzling over the chains that bound her to her dream.

    Emma had been spending the past several minutes meticulously picking at the magic that created them and found the chains infuriating in their complexity. Spells were layered on top of one another, words and phrases woven together in a dobby. So many techniques stitched together with its own look and texture. If she were not ensnared, Emma would have been impressed. As it was, Emma was red hot pissed; literally, the frustrations bubbling over as she failed to pick apart, to fray the weave, and turning the water a rusty red.

    The worst of it was that layered in the spell that made the chains solid was a contingency that snapped it all back together if Emma picked at the wrong thing. And it was deep in there, likely nestled in alongside the seed that gave the chain its shape and weight. Nothing fundamentally changed about the chains when Emma cocked it up, and it all snapped back into place. Still, the constant and consistent hindrance made Emma indignant. Naturally, this combination of fury and annoyance led to clumsy hands and racing thoughts, and more frequent, puerile mistakes, which only made the whole situation worse.

    Wading there, with more anger than she knew what to do with, Emma felt like she could kill God. She felt as if she could dismantle every system of the world, and tear apart all the structures that existed, that she hated. Emma felt, fists balled in frustration, nails digging into her palms and creating little half-moons like she would punch the sorry bastards that had sold off Goh's dumbass God and whoever it was that trapped her in her dreams as hard as she could. She would savor the crunch of bone as their nose broke, the warm, sticky blood that would spread like oil over water on her skin.

    Emma would be god-damned if the fantasy didn't give her some sort of pleasure. Even if it amped her up and added an extra spiral to the whirlpool of acrimony she had found herself in.

    But, given time to pluck and pull and plod along, Emma could unfurl the outer layers of magic that comprised the chain. The spells that gave it strength and weight, that made it vanish when she was away from the surface, and that caused it to yank her down when she got too close to freedom. With the stripping of each subsequent layer, Emma felt the invisible burden lessen. The chain's effect was one of corrosion and of bits flaking off and of holes being chewed into the links.

    When Emma got to the layer which acted as a contingency, she undid it slowly, with hands unsteady, unwilling to listen to her internal bid for aplomb. But that was okay because Emma knew how this spell worked and, without the distractions that the other spells caused, it was easy to trace this one to where it had first been set and pull it out.

    “Fuck you," Emma murmured as she pulled the thread with slow satisfaction.

    Then there was just the last bit; the final thread strained brown with dried blood. The chain looked nearly dissolved, eaten away by rust so much so that almost nothing remained. What remained attached to Emma was virtually weightless. Emma felt as though she could, given enough of a start, propel herself straight out of the water, snapping the chain.

    This, Emma knew, would not be the case. All the layers woven into the chain were there not to strengthen the spell but protect its heart. It was funny, or so Emma thought as she began to pick apart her bindings, how a more complex and more potent variation of a basic binding spell could be such a pain in the ass.

    Emma thought about this as she pulled on the last threads of the spell. She thought, not for the first time, about what she wanted and why she used the particular method to achieve it. Emma reflected on hungry children, on flies with more heft than herself and her family. Emma remembered fever dreams in which colors swirled together, and all that that tethered her mind and soul to the world was the thick scent of vomit and death.

    Emma remembered towns, like people, breathing rickety breaths, gasping and pleading for just one more, only one more gulp of air. And she remembered the finality of no as life fled, as jobs vanished, as rigor mortis set in, and as people were pushed from their homes to the outskirts. At the same time, the dead stuff was used to fertilize the new and unattainable.

    With a final pluck, Emma remembered the visage she always saw when she shut her eyes and focused on everything beneath her. The thing to which the root systems of free markets and profiteering clung to—the great skeleton of people and places, the Amalgam, the Ville des Liens. And in remembering, Emma was granted an iron resolve, the full-metal heart of conviction that only came in the naive space of dreams. She would raise that city and let its sunken horrors reign and its vengeful residence exact revenge. That was what the powers of a necromancer were meant for. A balancing of scales and ledgers and the pigs, fat and slow and ready for roasting, were gravely overdue.

    Perhaps it was due to those very thoughts that the nightmare was able to make a break for it, flying free of the chain and breaking the surface before Emma knew what was happening. Maybe if Emma had not been so convinced of her righteousness, then she would have been able to stop the beast, but, as it was, she was alone, rent of so much, her fire stolen from her.

    "Awh, beans," Emma swore and then made her way, swift as she could, to the surface.

    


    Lyceum, who had been cut off from Emma's dream realm for no more than four minutes, was surprised to see her apprentice's eyes open so soon. Pulling oneself out of a necromancy induced dream was no easy task.  She was all the more surprised when blood poured from her eyes the color and viscosity of oil, and her mouth opened. Out of it slithered a thing (for Lyceum had no name for it) that seemed to be composed of smoke but had the heft of stone based on how it fell and pressed down upon Emma's still sleeping body. The thing then began to fill the room, and the stench of rotten eggs filled Lyceum's nostrils. Her eyes watered and stung so much that she had to squeeze them shut, tears leaking from them, doing nothing to alleviate the discomfort.

    Lyceum would have been perfectly happy to keep her eyes shut and work a spell to clear the air around her until Emma woke up. But it was not to be because whatever the hell Emma had vomited out was pounding at and warping the door and had started to take shape. It was long and large enough to coil around the room. But, most horrifying of all was that it had a face. The features shifted and morphed, uncertain of what to look like here; in reality, the only constants a jagged scar and single red-eye.

    "Well, aren't you an interesting one?" remarked Lyceum.

    The thing did not look at her; it simply kept pounding at the door, which had already begun to warp and buckle more and more. Reaching out, Lyceum scooped up some of the inky substance that the creature was made of. She felt it writhe and swirl in her hand, coiling uneasy, thrashing about like a child in the throes of a fever.

    Pulling the bit of the creature and stretching thin and taut, Lyceum spoke a few words over it and worked it into a lasso. Twirling it in the air for dramatic effect, Lyceum tossed the rope, her throw limp wristed and entirely embarrassing, even for her. But then, Lyceum had never made a name for herself as a solid and dexterous fighter. But instead had relied on magic and her constitution and her wits. When Lyceum threw the lasso, the enchantment put on it made all the more potent since it comprised its target; it looped unerringly around the creature's approximation of a neck.

    Lyceum tightened her grip around the lasso and yanked, her fingernails splitting and fracturing, allowing the blood to drip freely from her fingertips. It stung like hell, and the tenderness of the split nails made Lyceum hesitant to totally clench her fists. Still, when the creature bucked and charged forward, nearly wrenching the lasso from her hands, Lyceum decided to grit her teeth and get over it.

    The old lich yanked hard and dug her heels into the ground, pulling the beast away, dragging its face from inside the warped wood. She was sweating all over, her hands slipping off the rope. Not much progress was being made,  so Lyceum bit down on her lower lip hard enough to draw blood. She then sucked on the wound to pool a moderate amount of the stuff into her mouth and began diluting it with spit and mucous. After working the solution into a generous, frothy globule, Lyceum tilted her head back and, jolting forward, spit at the back of the monster's head.

    The skin flaked off of the tips of Lyceum's fingers then, leaving raw nubs, the blood from which ran down Lyceum's wrists and dropped to the floor. It was in this moment, as Lyceum worked the spell, that the old necromancer considered the pros and cons of being a lich.

    Pros: status, riches, always a conversation starter, good skin, immunity to disease, and the need for food or drink erased, immortality for as long as you desired it.

    Cons: the costs of working magic still applied, and, having halted so much, all those mortal things, the price was more significant. It had to be this way because the scales had to be balanced. Lyceum didn't know who 'owned' magic. Frankly, the whole concept of owning an abstraction, of full possession over something that was, by its nature, wild and free and rebellious seemed abhorrent and unnatural. Lyceum had heard it was Pygmy Terrin who'd figured the whole thing out, which would surprise her. The Pygmy Terrin she'd always known was a trickster, not a fucking capitalist.

    All of that was beside the point. All of it a jumble of thoughts that Lyceum plucked and examined one after another to keep nausea and lightheadedness away. It worked, more or less, though quickly tipping in favor of less. Thankfully,  the loogie she had hucked at the beast was doing its job of diverting its attention. The single wisp of smoke and the faint sound of sizzling of her spittle burrowing into the thing assured Lyceum that so long as she kept her focus and kept her grip tight, all would be well

    Until the rope slipped from her blood-slicked hands or the darkness creeping in at the edges of her vision filled her eyes, and she blacked out.

    "Come one, Emma. Wake up," Lyceum hissed through grit teeth.

    Darkness encroached further, gobbling up the light and erasing the shapes of everything, smudging them, mixing them, until there was but a keyhole with which Lyceum could see the world. It was just enough to see the wisp of smoke disappear and the beast she'd wrangled buck against her with force more incredible than before. The keyhole was not enough to see the monster's cherry red eye turn on her and fixate. This was a small blessing, but, strangely, that narrow sliver of vision left to Lyceum let her make sense of the thing’s features. They were a mash-up, a collage between Emma's and Oren's. Her nose, prominent yet slender, her lips, full, set on a small mouth. These were set onto his cheeks, full of baby fat that never left him, making him look softer and taking the edge off of the pieces of Emma. The most striking thing was the eyes, indeed being Oren's, the ferocity their tell.

    How funny that she would recognize them this late. Either of them. But then, Lyceum, like everyone else, had failed to realize that the hunger in Oren's gaze those years ago had not been for straightforward knowledge. That he could never be satisfied by anything on earth or heaven.

    Funny the things you think of when the end draws upon you, Lyceum thought. Behind her, Emma opened her eyes to a horrifying scene ripped straight from her nightmares, literally.

    


    Emma did not bother to assess the situation. She hadn't the time to make any sort of nuanced and clever analysis of what was happening and what she should do about it. All that registered to Emma when she came, dry-eyed, wobbling, and sloppy from her too long slumber, was that her mentor seemed to be in danger. The thing that had escaped from her dreams was glaring at her something fierce.

    "Hey, you silly, putrid, smog emanation, why don't you stop stinking up the room and fly back inside me or whatever," barked Emma.

    "No," roared the nightmare.

    "No? No?" Emma stomped forward, wagging a single finger, chiding her nightmare as a mother does a child, "did it sound like I was giving you an option? Because I wasn't. You belong to me and are a part of me. Now get back inside or else!"

    "No!" The nightmare screeched.

    Eyebrow cocked, Emma strode up to her nightmare and placed a hand on it. She felt it flinch away at her touch, and she smiled.

    "Do you know that they give necromancer's nicknames toward the end of their schooling? It is an old tradition; it used to be called the Naming. Before contracts, names used to be a currency. Knowing it, you could work all kinds of nasty spells and charms against them," Emma explained and, deciding that she could allow herself some decadence, drew the shadows of the room to her. A cape dropped over her shoulders, long and flowing as if in a breeze, the end tattered with strips meant to mimic tentacles the way they writhed and grabbed mindlessly. Her body vanished beneath penumbra save for her hand, which lay on the creature. Her cheeks, now stained with the blood flowing from her eyes, seemed supernal.

    "Would you like to know my name, my pet?" Emma purred, and Lyceum, who was on the precipice of a blackout, felt her attention laser in on Emma. The elder lich's head still swam, and she felt like she was falling through a vast nothing, but her apprentice had become a floating phantasm before her eyes.

    The silence that followed the question was incendiary, the spark that lit the world aflame. The longer the silence persisted, the more it felt like the oxygen was being burned out of the room. Lyceum felt her throat dry up and when Emma smiled, reworking her spell so that her smile alone was visible, splitting her face wide.

    "They called me Vampire," whispered Emma, the ghost of ghastly laughter bubbling up from inside her. She tightened her grip on her nightmare and the shadow-smoke that comprised it was sucked back into Emma. And as the smoke cleared from the room, so did the darkness, shadows bubbling and boiling and evaporating like water. Eventually, all that was left was a sickly, shriveled head with a wisp of smoke for a body.

    “Parasite," spat Emma, "leech. I will hold you to the fire and watch you squirm as you die!"

    The blood leaked from Emma's eyes began to pool under her chin, where it dripped down onto the floor. Her vision had started to blur, the red of the blood a translucent film over her eyes, shading everything crimson. Flame, the obsidian colored, flickered in Emma's palm as she stepped closer to the parasite. It's one red eye no longer glowed but sat dull and flat in its socket, quaked and quivered.

    "Wait, " croaked Lyceum.

    Emma turned back and saw her mentor on her knees, her hands covered in blood. The fury left her then, and she extinguished the fire in her hand and went over to Lyceum. The old lich was shaking, and, up close, Emma could see the extent of power Lyceum had exercised. Her fingers were open, bleeding nubs, the nails dissolved into nothingness. The sight of her master's bloodied hands made Emma flinch away, a shameful unwillingness to touch, to be near her overwhelmed Emma. The hesitation was easily noticeable, and the sorrow and hurt in Lyceum's eyes was a knife in the heart. When she turned away and got to her feet on her own, Emma felt the twist in her chest, and the air in her lungs vanished, leaving her ashamed and breathless.

    "That bit isn't yours. It's Oren's. And we can learn something from it," said Lyceum, who was, shockingly, a shade paler than usual, a thing Emma could not believe. Of course, Emma had never felt her cheeks burn as hot as they were now, and she was sure that they were scarlet.

    "What kind of things can we learn, master?" asked Emma, voice small and squeaky as a mouse.

    Lyceum didn't even bother to look back at Emma as she said, "The basics would be the nature and purpose of the spell. This would be elucidating if Oren didn't play games of fourth-dimensional chess when he made his decisions. For us, the important thing is finding out where the bastard is at so we can arrange a meeting. By meeting, I, of course, mean a surprising and furious visit in which we exact revenge."

    Emma nodded, "How do we do this, master?”

    "We do not. As you can see, I am standing here and moving about thanks to pure spite, long saved up," Lyceum demonstrated her shakiness by folding up both hands. Emma was disturbed to see them tremble the way they did but did her best to keep the fluster off her face.

    "Now, come here, Emma the Vampire. And listen carefully. I have had many names in my time. The first of which was Mind-Drinker. Yes, drop your jaw. Get it out of your system now. It is not nearly that impressive. A minor variation on what you just did is all."

    Emma was directed to place her hand on the shriveled creature's forehead, which she did dutifully. The beast was not fond of being touched by the same woman who stripped it to the nude, but it couldn't do anything to stop her. Emma couldn't help but feel a semblance of pity for it, the fire of rage dead, the coals smoking lamely as they too head toward oblivion.

    "Back when I did this, I would leave nothing behind. Memory, though, passing fancy. I drank it all like I had been wandering through the desert for years. It can be hard to stop, and it is easy to get lost. My advice, Emma, is that you think of it like a bottle of liquor. You can unscrew it and start drinking right away, swallowing mouthfuls, but if you do, you'll be slurring words and spilling secrets in no time. The trick is to put a stopper on the bottle so that only so much can come through," said Lyceum

    "What do you recommend I use as a stopper?"

    "Something physical. Something present. I always looked for the thing closest to silver in color I could find. I would keep it in eyesight but never look directly at it. And when I would start to feel like I was taking on more than I could handle, I would fixate on it, let my mind turn away from all the noise I let in."

    Emma nodded and glanced around the room. There was a plethora of items to choose from, and yet nothing that leaped out. This fact frustrated Emma, who, more than anything, wanted to wash the blood that had crusted onto her face. It was that thought, that desire, that made the copper wash basin, surrounded by random bullshit, stick out in Emma's mind the most.

    "Okay. Got it," said Emma.

    "Excellent. Now, listen, and do your best to understand. Drinking a mind is similar to what you did a moment ago. You sucked up the power and essence of that monster, yes? Well, what did you do with it once you took it?" asked Lyceum.

    "I took it in and used that power to continue the process. It was like using the momentum of an attacker to grab and flip them onto their backs," explained Emma.

    "Yes. Excellent. And your cost, what was that?"

    "My eyes. Same as always. I use my power to keep a barrier between myself and my victim. Too much power and pop!"

    Lyceum nodded, "Eyes are a potent choice. I wish you'd pick a different body part, but then, we all pick the one we'll get the most from. Oh well. No use in lamenting. You know the basics of the process, Emma, but the primary difference is in thought orientation. What you do with yours is pure necromancy—manipulation of energy and metabolizing those forces. My skill lies in my mind. You aren't taking life; you aren't metabolizing. You are forging a connection through your will to the immaterial."

    Emma felt her skull expanding at her master's explanation. "Can you give me, I dunno, a metaphor or parable or maybe limerick?"

    A small, wan but warm, breaks across Lyceum's face, "I can try. I always thought of it as an interrogation. Poking and needling away at the defenses a person naturally sets up. You strip back the skin and break apart the skull, and you find yourself inside, not a mushy, meaty mess but a network of pictures, smells, and stray thoughts. Of impulse, memory, and connections. A stereoscope. That's the way I'd look at it, everything that comprises a person clicking past, and you are there to steal a copy of each picture that comes by."

    Lyceum's rambling analogy was of middling help, the bare sketch of the concept. Emma felt the familiar rumbling of anxiety in her stomach and the quickening of her pulse. The secret language of war to be waged against her, where her thoughts and feelings would spiral into hallucinatory absurdity. At the same time, a muffled voice attempted to persuade her that she was not, in fact, an unjustifiable amalgam of cells and failure. Simultaneously, dread settled in, so did a kind of solace because Emma lived in this space, the middle ground between abject panic and blind self-confidence.

    This tension and the subsequent friction is what created the spark that allowed Emma to burn so brightly, to become the apprentice of the most magnificent lich of a generation. It was the constant need to be better, take herself to the whetstone, and grind away the chips and imperfections until she was sleek and sharp and deadly.

    This was, of course, a toxic vat of shit. Anyone that Emma might have talked to, which had been no one this far, would tell her that these rationalizations fetishized mental illness. And years on, when Emma had reached some of the highest heights of her life and sunk to the unfathomable lows, she would come to understand how much damage she did to herself thinking this way. For now, however, Emma sliced herself to bloody chunks in service to a thought and a feeling that only sought to do her harm. For now, Lyceum's rambling would do because Emma needed to prove to herself either that she was a waste of life or a prodigy; no in-between existed, only one or the other.

    So, Emma shut her eyes and first tried envisioning herself drilling into the skull, bone dust kicking up, and powdering her. The morbid imagining was not sufficient, however. Though she felt herself pressing against something, Emma was stonewalled (er, well, bonewalled, really) and unable to enter the fiend's mind. Indeed, she imagined it a palace, the walls of which were the stuff of nightmares, bone and flesh and eyes and teeth, all chattering and rattling and writhing before her. Behind it all a castle, the color of the night sky and seemingly as vast. Pushing through the wall was impossible. If she punched a hole in it, it closed up, flesh and bone spiraling and tightening in place.

    The only way through was over.

    And with that realization, Emma's plan was set; she grabbed a handful of the squishy mess and set her footing, and scaled the wall of nightmares. Her fingers probed and poked into eyeballs, exploding them and causing a shiver to run through Emma's whole body and her stomach to churn like the sea in a storm. Blessedly, Emma did not have the time to fixate on her disgust as the chattering teeth tried to nibble and bite her. They stretched out, long, fleshy, and sweaty appendages reaching from the wall, or else slithering like a snake, coming up to her and snapping. Emma managed to avoid the bids for her fingers and face with skill and luck, and only once did a mouth snap down on her foot. When that happened, she pulled back so quickly that she almost lost her grip and fell. Instead, she escaped with only the loss of the toe cap of her leather boot.

    Eventually, Emma made it over the wall, her hands coated in the various secretions and the multitudinous custard innards of popped eyeballs. It was the copper basin that saved her from reeling back and extracting herself from the strange world she had found herself in, only the promise of cleanliness that rescued her.

    The mind really is the biggest asshole of all the inside bits we anthropomorphize, thought Emma as she proceeded to the castle.

    Naturally, the wall was not the only obstacle blocking Emma from entering the castle because what castle could ever be considered complete without a mote. The waters looked black as ink, and when Emma dipped the tips of her fingers in, she noted that it was equally as thick. Emma stared into the water, her face screwed up in a combination of frustration and supplication. The idea, the concept of wading through dream water, especially some as uncanny and, honestly, disgusting, as this made the young necromancer want to whinge and whine and cry.

    But, in due time, the childish desire to lament one's lot in life and mourn the loss of more comfortable, perfumed days passed. Emma began to wade into the inky waters that surrounded the castle of starry skies with its passing. She halted in her endeavor once her thighs were submerged in the inky mess. Though cold, bubbling, and burping around her by a bird the color of milk with a single, large eye and a sharp, crimson beak.

    The bird, fixing its eye on Emma, began to sing in a voice that possessed the qualities of a wooden door with hinges in grave need of lubrication, "wade deep into the water, my dear, do not live in fear. Wade deep into black, dingy depths that stink and bubble and burn. Duck your head now, far below, plug up your nose; screw shut your eyes, they'll do you no good down here. Now swim down in the water, my love, and still your troubled heart, for the beast that sleeps beneath the black might notice and think you a snack!"

    "Uh," was all Emma could say before the bird went into the song a second and third time. It started in on a fourth, but Emma had had enough of its creepy, awful tune. So, she picked up the nearest debris (Emma did not note what this was, figuring after climbing the wall that seeing less was better) and chucked it at the creature. The bird fluttered away, cawing and cackling, leaving Emma soaking and feeling oddly sticky in the dark waters.

    For a few spare moments, Emma considered her options. Going forward and getting onto the bank across from her would be a quick, if mildly arduous, swim. However, the whole reason that Emma had to be in this stinking water was that the drawbridge was up. So, once on the other side, she would have to scale the castle's impossibly high black walls. This seemed to Emma an incredibly foolish endeavor, the memory of her previous attempts at climbing a wall redirecting her to the water and bringing the Strange Bird's song to mind.

    This time, the way through was under and umbra, slick and wet, and weird. All Emma had to do to succeed this time was heed the bird and go into the fathomless darkness without fear, and she would find her way through.

    In theory, anyway.

    A theory was better than the alternative; at least a hypothesis required Emma to take action, to forge onward. And so Emma waded deep into the waters; feeling herself sink, she was reminded of melted cheese, the stretch and pull as one dips into it and cuts a line through. Peaking back, Emma saw the ghost of her path, the waters so thick that they had not yet healed from her passage. More troubling still, the bank she had come from was a thin line, indistinct in the distance, and the bank that she was headed toward seemed no closer. A fluttering in her chest and a chill spreading throughout told Emma that fear had peaked its eyes under her blouse.

    A belch came from somewhere to her right, one that caused Emma to stumble backward and slip and fall under the water. A sharp yelp escaped her lips before ultimately being clipped short. Beneath the thick and inky waters, everything was like looking through a drinking glass, and Emma found that her movements were unrestricted. In the distance, a cloudy mass barreled toward Emma. She did her best to swim away from it but even liberated from the thick layer of scum above her; she was a graceless and slow swimmer. Before Emma was able to turn herself around, the Behemoth was before her; the details of it smudged a bit but terrifying nonetheless.

    The thing was a kind of fish, its flesh leathery and dark, save for the places where old wounds had scarred silver. It had teeth, tiny and red, innumerable so far as Emma was concerned. Suppose the creature had opened its mouth entirely. In that case, Emma could have stood between its upper and lower jaw, feet on its tongue, fingertips unable to touch the roof of its mouth. Its fins we're razors, and its eyes, one amber and one with a milky film over it, we're fixed on Emma.

    Absently, the young necromancer noted that a single eyeball was more significant than her head. That, magic or no, if this thing was going to eat her, then she absolutely would be a fish turd shortly.

    "Hello, " said the Behemoth, "I sense you are not enjoying your wade through my moat. Might there be something I can do to remedy this?"

    The voice Behemoth spoke in was higher pitched and kinder than Emma would have anticipated. For a moment, she was so taken aback that she didn't say anything.

    "Perhaps you are more suited to the underwater sections of the moat? We have an excellent janitorial staff here, " it suggested.

    "Uh-huh, " was all Emma could say.

    Behemoth smiled, or at least Emma was pretty sure that was what the big fish did when it flashed all of its teeth a second time.

    "Good. Great. Would you like a tour? Oh, and no need to worry about returning to the surface for air! Once you are down here, you can breathe. As long as you obey the rules." So Behemoth said, and so it was true.

    "You'll have to forgive the lack of mobility. Nothing personal. But we would rather you be quickly apprehended if you break the law, " said Behemoth.

    "Oh. Well, okay. Makes sense—about as much as anything else. But, do you think you could tell what the hell this place is?" Emma asked.

    "Of course. But the first thing. We don't appreciate that kind of language. Heck's and frick's are permissible, but anything harsher than that violates the rules. This will have to be your first strike. I am sorry to say. Now, grab onto my back fin, and I'll give you the grand tour!" said Behemoth.

    Emma did as she was told, and Behemoth took off with haste, diving deep, deeper than Emma would have thought the moat could ever go. At this point in her journey through the mind of the parasite, Emma had a splitting headache. Perhaps, she mused, it wouldn't have been so bad if she had not had to deal with dream logic like five minutes ago. The consistently inconsistent nature of dream and mind made Emma want nothing more than an evening alone with a bottle or seven of the best alcohol she could get her hands on and a hot bath, perfumed and spiced. That doing this would lead her into another state of illogic that ended in her being submerged in water was not lost on her.

    


    Outside the door, Goh and Caitlyn noticed that their legs had begun to cramp up. Their feet ached as well, and the pain in their lower backs seared like steak in a cast iron pan. Goh, who was used to such discomfort, stayed standing, the awareness of a return of consciousness not yet upon him. Caitlyn, on the other hand, felt so strongly that she ought to be lounging that she dropped to the ground, letting her body weight carry her down. The immediate pain in her bum took her mind off the pulsing in her calves for a few blessed moments. Her senses mastered, Caitlyn looked around to see if she could find any evidence of how much time had passed since the face in the door had stolen her mind.

    The length of the shadows, which had now claimed the three-fourths of the manor, made her feel sick, "Goh, " said Caitlyn, reaching over to him, "hey, Goh, I think we're good."

    Goh looked down at Caitlyn sitting on the ground and, with a great sigh, sat down next to her, savoring the ache that came before the relief of tension in the feet, legs, back, and neck.

    "Thanks be to God, " said Goh.

    The pair sat quietly in the hall, the occasional wince passing between them as they shifted their weight, and their bodies reminded them that it had become a large bruise. As the silence went on, Goh began to feel jittery, the electricity under his skin causing him to fidget unintentionally. He wanted to steal glances at Caitlyn but was afraid that she might notice, and the very thought of being caught staring was enough to make Goh blush.

    Eventually, the timorous feelings that consumed Goh became too much to bear. Looking at his feet, he said, "Hey, so, once this business here is done and we know that our necromancers are safe, would you like to, uh, come over for dinner? I'll cook."

    Caitlyn allowed herself a moment's pause, enough time to push down the giddy feeling and keep it from her voice, and then said, "That would be lovely. I'll tell you, the food Behind the Curtain is not great."

    Goh chuckled, "Oh? A little too out there for your pallet or something?"

    Caitlyn glowered playfully at Goh, a sly smirk on her face, "Nothing is too much for me. My palette is sophisticated beyond imagining and can accurately dissect any dish's various components; I will thank you for remembering. Truth is, the food Behind the Curtain is bland."

    Goh balked at that, "Are you serious?"

    "Deadly. They all eat like they are afraid salt will burn their lips. Honestly, the amount of gifts they receive as an offering that they toss out is offensive. More than the mysterious, mind-altering nature of the place and the constant danger, the lack of good food was the worst."

    "Well, all the more reason for me to pull out all the stops for you then, yes?"

    Caitlyn let her smile brighten her whole face, "Yes."

    


    Frankly, Emma was shocked. The Undercity, as she had taken to calling it since the term Behemoth had used, required her to have altogether different anatomy to pronounce was beautiful. There were towers of coral that rose, crookedly, queerly, up hundreds of feet, and yet we're so very far from the surface. The vibrancy of the structures forced a smile onto Emma's lips, greens that reminded her of limes and deep, royal blue that shimmered, and the reds, violent in their luster.

    Occasionally, Behemoth would bring Emma close to the ground and guide her through the streets to show her a favorite hideaway. Places where the coral was only barely large enough for it to swim through and which seemed, with its long, thin extensions, like a hand closing to her. When Behemoth finished showing Emma such a sight, it would kick up from the group with its massive fin. A cloud of soot rose in their wake, lending the colors a quality like smudged and faded watercolor paints.

    A sincere and dedicated graduate of the necromancy program, Emma was attracted to their architecture and oddity. With their dark colors and spindly limbs that reached out, the thorn corals were beautiful to Emma. As were the strange plants?—Emma knew that wasn't accurate. Still, she had decided to attach the terms she could, to compartmentalize the nonsense around her just enough to keep the madness from munching away at her sanity like a hungry dog proffered fresh meat. Still, their bulbous bodies and their tiny open mouths that puckered up as if in preparation for a kiss were entirely darling to Emma. When Behemoth caught her staring at the thorn corals and other oddities, it cautioned her against brushing up against them.

    "We are an ecosystem as much as a city down here. Like any ecosystem, we have our dangers. Some are bright, positively pastel or electric, enticing as a siren's song or the plump lips, broad hips, and thick thighs of a lover. And some are hidden or colored in the visage of death or life's essence spilled forth. This alone makes navigation down here challenging. The fact that the inverse of what I just told is also true makes it dizzyingly difficult to navigate, " said Behemoth.

    "Seems a little foolish, doesn't it? To have rules that matter up until they don't and structure to hold you up only until it crumbles to dust,” remarked Emma.

    "Nature is chaos, and pardon me, a heckin' jerk, " replied Behemoth.

    All while Emma had been chauffeured around the Undercity, she kept an eye trained toward the castle. The base was impossible to miss and was, so far as she could tell, a central fixture of the whole city. The castle base was free of coral but not of algae, which filled in cracks all around. Some of which formed into abstract shapes or words that might have been important if the person seeing them was privy to their context. Again, Behemoth noticed Emma's gaze and, unlike before, dove down, angling toward the wall.

    "The algae here are our most dedicated workers. Have you ever seen stucco houses? When they get creaks, one repairs them by filling them in with more stucco, creating this kintsugi affect. The algae do much the same. The patterns and words are their way of communicating, though none of us can decipher what they mean. It is a language wholly their own."

    Emma only half paid attention to what was being said as she spied a hole in the base that the algae had not totally covered over. She hadn't the time for elegance or detail. Still, only prestidigitation and so, shedding a few tears of blood, Emma bent the light a bit around the algae near the hole and tapped Behemoth to get its attention.

    "Uhm. I don't think their language is all that secret, " she said, gesturing toward a section of the castle base where it appeared to say something rather rude about a person's mother.

    "Oh, dear, " whispered Behemoth. "That's a rules violation, right?"

    "I should say so!" And with that, Emma was pulled along, Behemoth bringing them right down to the congregation of algae.

    Pulling up, Behemoth went in on the poor algae, all of whom seemed unable to understand a thing that her guide was saying. A few choice sentiments that came from Behemoth reminded Emma of dissatisfied customers at coffee shops, angered by a change in menu or a lack of inventory.

    The particular logic of, "I've given you a pass to do what you want in your language. Now you are spitting on that trust and me, " began Behemoth.

    In her heart, Emma uttered apologies to the algae that were no doubt confused by the unhinged, low-volume rant that her guide had gone on. But, she hadn't the time to dwell on that and so swam into the hole at the base of the castle and began swimming in, glad to find that it led somewhere and anxious that it might be a long path to a dead end. This anxiety only increased as she pulled further away from the entrance, and her spell faded and, behind her, she heard Behemoth bellow out her name.

    It wasn't long after it shouted out Emma's name that the necromancer's chest started to burn, and she thought, oh hell's bells, drowning twice in one day is the bee's knees. Really, absolutely something everyone should try. Ten-outta-ten would do again.

    Rolling her eyes and stifling the mix of fear of frustration down, Emma kicked harder and did her damndest to make it further into the cavern. It was akin to a blessing from God that swimming through this cavern was not the arduous journey that Emma had undergone the last time she was in an underwater scene crafted by the mind. Bursting through the water and coming out in a dark theater, the stage lit dramatically by lamplight, the barest sketch of the red curtain showing, was not what Emma expected to find inside the castle.

    For a few moments, she waded in the water, getting the lay of the land, a task that she quickly saw was pointless. There was a sense of more above her. Still, she saw no way of getting to it, everything beyond the scarce light that lit up the stage basically nonexistent so far as Emma was concerned. With a grunt, she lifted herself from the water and took a few tentative, sloshing steps forward

    A voice, rough as sandpaper, bellowed from somewhere unseen, "Take your seats now. The show is about to begin!

    Seeing no other alternative, Emma promptly found herself a seat in the second from the front row (the front row being too close for pleasurable viewing) and sat.

    The first act started promptly and featured a young boy sobbing at the foot of a bed. There was a figure that Emma mistook for merely covered by shadows until another player walked in. They were dressed in the telltale scrubs of a medic, one who, even in the dramatic lighting, seemed burdened by blood and grime

    "I'm sorry you had to see her this way, but we needed to be sure, " said the medic, voice so weary that the apology could not have been sincere.

    The sobbing continued on, unabated as the medic said, "I'll give you a moment to say goodbye."

    They left the room, and the boy did not move, staying crouched at the foot of the bed, hiccuping and sniffling in the silence. This went on for a handful of minutes, the sobbing growing steadily louder. Emma squirmed in her seat and mumbled, "this isn't what I came here to see. I don't want to see this.

    At this, the sobbing stopped, and the figure on the bed sat upright, the cover falling off it and revealing a body, burned, red, and black patches. It came and stood next to the boy and placed a gnarled hand upon his head

    "You don't want to see the nightmare. You didn't want the dream. What do you seek?" The charred corpse said in a voice that sounded like paper being balled up.

    "I want to know where he is, " replied Emma, putting steel into her voice, "I don't give a damn about him or his life or what brought him to this point. I have a job, and I am contractually obligated to bring Iaralie back to Perido. That's that."

    "You wish to judge him without context? This will not be—"

    "I'm going to stop you right there, " interjected Emma, "because you apparently did not understand my meaning. When I mentioned that I am obligated through an oath based on blood, bone, and sinew to do this job. Exactly zero percent of that has to do with whatever this silly mother fuckers backstory is."

    The charred corpse looked at Emma, the remains of its mouth hanging open, teeth missing, and gums showing. The boy looked at her too, sizing her up, before sighing. With a wave of his hand,  the boy plunged the stage into total darkness. For a long time, Emma sat in the silent dark, unsure what to do or what to expect. Every so often, silence would be broken by the sound of shuffling, things scraping against the floor, before a return to quiet.

    Then the music started. Slow and old, crackling, and with an easy swing to it that reminded Emma of being rocked to sleep by the sea. Emma listened to music, enjoying the sound, letting herself luxuriant in the way her mind wandered and constructed scenes out of the sounds. She didn't know how long she had been listening or when it changed, but there had been a rupturing, an echoing. Chords, melodies, passages blended into each other, dance partners stepping on one another's toes, the routine forgotten. Once Emma's ear caught this change, her mind became absorbed by it, and nausea settled over her.

    The ruptures in sound continued their own songs, eating themselves, starting one way before losing form and substance, unraveling into oblivion...

    And all at once, the music stopped, cut off abruptly, as if it forgot how to go on. A single light cracked the darkness like an egg. In the center, the yolk stood, tall and slender and wreathed in what Emma could only call a piece of the night sky, replete with winking starlight. The figure's sight was obscured by an alabaster mask, and their eyes were far off galaxies.

    The nausea Emma felt intensified, and her nostrils flared out, the way they always did when she sucked in air in some oddball attempt to keep from vomiting. This involuntary reaction was doubly foolish of her body, compounding the issue. Often, Emma would belch in these situations, and acid from her stomach would be dredged into her mouth, burning her nostrils and throat. Then, Emma was sure, she could smell the acrid bile as she breathed, and she would end up dry-heaving. Honestly, a fantastic time.

    The figure moved toward Emma, centering itself so that it faced her directly. There was a round of applause that followed its movements, which made Emma marvel at the idea of an audience all around her. Who were they, and what was their purpose? Here, in this fragment of mind, this ugly visage of what seemed evermore an arrogant individual, the only audience-appropriate was the self. The thought made Emma feel like laughing because she knew no other response to something so sad. It made her want to reach out and offer a way out from whatever trauma's led them to such a point. But the most potent emotion by far was that of fear, for what this man might do, what he had done, and that fear kept her from doing a damned thing.

    "Here I am, " said the figure, "Emma Elric. Has your tongue abandoned you now?"

    To be honest, it had. The whole ordeal Emma had gone through up to this point had begun to disillusion and desensitize her. It spread out and through her entire body. Emma's skin, muscles, bones, blood, and marrow were all imbued with the trauma of the past few hours. Emma was a glass filled to the brim and then frozen, the expansion creating cracks for everything to spill out, fractures that would destroy her if she were anything but cold.

    Being cold squared perfectly with Emma's profession as a necromancer, so it was not hard to keep the heat of tears and searing screams from rising from the depths. She was apprenticed to the most powerful necromancer in the last few generations; she was called Vampire, an epithet that bespoke elegance and an air of frostiness. And so, Emma froze the ocean of her emotions instantly, halting in place for an indefinite period all that swam in her waters.

    "Fuck you, " said Emma with a sneer, "how's that for tongue? Or should I tie cherry stems with all the ways I can call you an unctuous cunt?"

    That took the slender man aback some, "Your wit is matched only by your charm, " he snarled.

    Emma smiled, showing her teeth, "Your love of melodrama is matched only by your egocentrism and edgy sense of fashion."

    The man stiffened and snorted, retreating a bit so that he was only partially within the light. He kept his back to Emma now, which gave her a perverted sense of satisfaction.

    "Why are you here?" He asked.

    "I want to know who you are and where I can find you."

    "Oh? For what purpose?"

    "Mostly to repay you for the dream you tried to lock me in and the contingency chain you bound me with. Also, to restate what I have previously mentioned, kind of my job to bring Iaralie back."

    The man scoffed, "Your master knows me. And you know where I am, the rest of me. But none of that will matter now."

    "And why's that?" Asked Emma, growing annoyed.

    He looked over his shoulder at her, and though Emma could not see his face, the way he spoke his following words, she could tell he was smiling.

    "All the powers in this city could not halt me now. Not when I am so close. They have called you Vampire, and I Dream. But, soon, they will have a better name for me, one all shall know.”

    "What name is that?" Emma could not help herself asking. She felt a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach.

    "God."

    And just like that, Emma was booted from the castle. Pulled away with one final view from on high as she went to show her that it was crumbling around her. Part of her felt a peculiar empathy for the residents of the mind as they were first smudged and then erased, or at least that was the lucky ones' fate. The others were sucked into gaping holes that came to be, like a pencil-pushing through paper, crumpling the area around it, and dragging in frayed remainders of the other side. Emma's exiting emotions were pity and relief intermingled, both of which gave way to brief but intense panic. When she came out of the mind of this creature (which had shriveled into a dried out worm) and back into her own and found that she could not see.

    "Come, come. Sit here, and shut your eyes. They need to heal, " said Lyceum, guiding Emma along.

    "What's happening?" Said Emma, obeying her teacher and allowing herself to be guided onto the edge of her bed.

    "Eyes are a fool's focus, Emma. I'm sure you've been told, powerful but foolish. Now, don't you go rolling your eyes. It'll hurt like hell and is beside the point. If you hadn't made your eyes your focus and stuck with them, you would be a great deal less interesting. The fact is, you were in the mind of that worm for five minutes. That's a long time to have open channels, and I'm sure you got yourself lost in there. So, you've got to readjust, and, the kind of power it takes to keep a connection going for that long? Well, if you hadn't drunk so much of its power beforehand, I think you'd be just as shriveled."

    "Hell's bells,” said Emma, " that's a long walk to be quiet and rest."

    "Well, this will be a shorter walk to; I am going to open that door, so Goh knows we both live, and to check that he lives as well. And then we will discuss our next move, " said Lyceum.

    Lyceum opened the door promptly, and sunlight filed, which generally might have made her turn away. Still, the old lich weathered the discomfort of daylight to focus on the person next to Goh. For a moment, Lyceum believed that her senses had abandoned her. Squinting against the setting sun and focusing on the impossible girl next to Goh, Lyceum asked, "Caitlyn?" The name echoed behind her, though with less bewilderment and more curiosity.

    "Hi, " Caitlyn responded, "I made it back. I found Iaralie. I became a Saint. And I failed at keeping this door shut when whatever-the-fuck tried to escape, hope that won't be a problem!"

    Lyceum waved a hand, "No, no. All should be well. I am glad to see you safe, Firecracker. But what took you so long?"

    Behind Lyceum, there was disgruntled grumbling, all of which the elder lich chose to ignore. The jealousy of her chosen apprentice was nothing she needed to concern herself with right now. Which worked out well for Emma because had Lyceum decided to trouble herself with the curses and insinuations that were being muttered, ones like, "found Iaralie? Became a Saint? Hell's bells, a nickname? I want a nickname!"

    "Oh, games with rodents, heart-to-hearts with Kikiji, lousy food. Oh, and you're terrible instructions? Could you not have just been straight with me and said the door in your heart?" replied Caitlyn, playfully angry.

    Lyceum sighed and said, "Well, but where would the fun be in that?" And when Caitlyn looked affronted, the lich hastily added, "and, besides, being too direct too quickly can muddy the waters over there. If you knew how to get back at any time, where would you find the courage to forge onward?"

    Caitlyn didn't have a response to this line of reasoning. Not because it had disarmed her, but rather because calling bullshit on Lyceum's excuse would only prolong what was, ultimately, playful bickering. Instead, she changed the subject and asked, "what happened here while I was gone?"

    Lyceum invited Goh and Caitlyn both into Emma's chambers. Goh gleefully greeted Emma and expressed his joy in seeing her safe and sound, which Emma appreciated greatly. It had dawned on the younger necromancer in but a few fleeting instances that this partnership with Goh had begun to develop into friendship. It was a two-edged sword to consider, with Goh being her client and representing a conflict of interest. But Emma couldn't deny the admiration she felt for the young acolyte. Seeing as her master had developed a similar relationship with Caitlyn made her feel more secure in the warm-fuzzies that could not be kept at bay.

    Caitlyn introduced herself formally to Emma. She was a sweet, if mildly awkward girl, which was perfect for Emma. At least they shared the latter trait. It was a good thing for the temporary blindness and the shared trauma of being stranded in a world stranger and somehow less kind than their current one. When Emma mentioned her genuine exhaustion after the events of her day, Caitlyn waved a hand and laughed, agreeing that time spent in unfamiliar worlds was more stress than it was worth.

    "My time would have been better, you know, had I stayed in the dream. I'm sure I'd have rotted away into nothing, though, " said Emma, warming herself with the dying embers of a lover's embrace, the name of whom was lost among the stars.

    "At least you can say that of your time in the various elsewhere, " remarked Caitlyn, "I was left with one fairy book ass trial after another. I am pretty sure if I said the wrong thing, someone could steal my name and place a zipper on my mouth."

    Emma laughed, "Maybe. But my sense of self was obliterated until I found some child who had my name. I have zero ideas about what the deal is with that."

    Caitlyn leaned against Emma's dresser, elbows resting on lacquered wood, and continued to exchange tales from the other side. This back and forth eventually dissolved into jokes and giggles. The bubble of anxiety and that slippery feeling she always felt when meeting a new friend dissipated the more they carried on.

    Goh and Lyceum were the opposite of Emma and Caitlyn. Goh simply stood awkwardly, listening to the conversation between friends, allowing himself to get lost in his thoughts. Lyceum had taken a seat off in a corner and stretched out, appearing to be on the verge of sliding out of the chair. Her left arm dangled lifelessly, while her right was bent at an angle, the hand resting limply and dramatically on her face.

    For several minutes things carried on in this mundane way, Emma with her eyes closed and her light chattering with Caitlyn. The animated way which Caitlyn moved as she talked, all hands and flailing and sudden shouting. Lyceum, resting, exacerbated by the ghost of thought, and Goh,  enjoying the normalcy for all of two minutes before the pressure of life began to weigh on him.

    "So, hey, not to be a downer, but what's the plan?" asked Goh.

    There was a moment of silence as everyone turned to look at Lyceum, who had seemingly not heard the acolyte's question. There was a palpable sense of maladroit in the room as the scene changed from a group of peers, of comrades in arms, to a trio of children awaiting the time dinner would be ready from a tired mother. Caitlyn felt this more acutely than her two siblings in these instances, thanks to Marianne's insistence on being seen as a caregiver rather than a religious leader and scholar. When Goh opened his mouth to opine, likely at length, Caitlyn jerked toward him due to this awareness. She reached out to pinch his arm or else catch his gaze with the suddenness of her movements.

    But, Caitlyn failed, and, blind to his friend's attempt to save him from the unloading of long-held frustrations, Goh repeated himself, adding,"anyone?"

    With a sigh that spoke of withered crops and salted earth, of frost and the sharpness of winter's air, Lyceum sat up and looked at all three of her colleagues. They all seemed so young to her, and she felt so old, so brittle. The very idea of pursuing this case further made Lyceum want to lie down in a field somewhere and let nature take her.

    It made Lyceum feel like weeping to know that being food for scavengers was not currently on the table. Then again, the old lich knew herself well enough to be aware that this desire for death over decision resulted from the desperate need for a nap and good food.

    All that considered, Lyceum used her power and prestige to do her favorite things in these situations and deflected responsibility, "Right now, we need to eat. I'm sure we are all hungry, and something hearty and iron-rich would do Emma and I well. Afterward, I would be interested in hearing Emma's thoughts on the matter."

    Everyone took this well enough. Caitlyn seemed glad to eat, and Emma, whose beautiful brown skin had gone positively taupe from the events of the past few hours, appeared relieved by the idea of a feast. Only Goh seemed frankly unimpressed by the suggestion, though whether that was from genuine eagerness to be on to the next ordeal or annoyance at the idea of cooking for them all, Lyceum was unsure.

    Shouldn't be a cook if you weren't willing to have your skillset exploited at any given time. Shouldn't do a damn thing if you don't want to be used, nothing at all except making yourself handy for the worms.

    Lyceum blinked, taken off-guard by the darkness of her own thoughts and her internal insistence that they were the truth. It was time to move this along before she began spiraling any further.

    "So, Goh. I know you are a proficient chef. Might you be so kind as to indulge us and help Emma and I in this time of profound need?"

    Goh looked at Caitlyn, who gave him a reassuring smile, and with his heart sinking down in disappointment, he nodded his assent.

    


    When Goh got to the kitchen and Staltz saw him, the big man thundered toward him. The chef was sweating, red-faced, and stinking so severely of garlic and onions and hate that Goh could smell him from a few feet away. Thanks to Lyceum and Emma's stepping in front of Staltz, Goh was not berated and sundered.

    "What—" flew angrily out of Staltz's mouth, a trail of spittle in its wake.

    "Sir," said Lyceum, "I apologize for any difficulty we may have caused you this evening."

    "We are the necromancer's contracted to find Iaralie. As you may be aware, Goh and Ms. Alderberry were among the first to report the disappearance of Perido's patron deity," said Emma, eyes open and seeing abstract, fuzzy images.

    "As such, we have been in close contact with them both. In investigations with first responders like this, we find that close contact can help accomplish a great deal. The reasons for which being many and varied. Such as being sure that said first responders do not have ulterior motives. Asking them to restate their initial testimony, especially after strategically dropping hints about what track we may be on in the investigation," elaborated Lyceum.

    "This is all a long walk to; we detained both Caitlyn and Goh to see if there might be holes in their stories. There were not. And now, we are here to apologize," said Emma, a professionally cold smile.

    "I fail to see how the fuck that is any problem of mine or my kitchen," seethed Statlz through gritted teeth.

    Everyone aside from Goh was taken aback by that, which created fertile ground for an uncomfortable silence. The professional approach was what Emma and Lyceum had hoped would take care of the fury Goh had assured them Statlz would have nursed due to him not showing up for a shift. This was unfortunate for a couple reasons. Firstly, in general, everything was more manageable for all parties when polite, but firm explanations were accepted, even grudgingly. For another, in this case, Emma certainly did not have the reserves of strength required to do a little intimidation.

    That left the rest up to a considerably weakened but also incredibly cranky Lyceum

    "I'm sorry," said Lyceum, her smile the picture of icy beauty, "I was unaware that your work was of such great importance. Tell me, are you like Chef Mike Terrin?"

    "Who?" Statlz asked.

    "Oh. I am surprised you do not know. Chef Hoeg is, perhaps, the greatest and most talented individual to ever work with food. Literally, the personal Chef of a half dozen deities. I figured you would know of them since you view your ventures in the kitchen as so much more important than our job here," explained Lyceum, her voice even and pitched perfectly. However, there was a distinct lack of emotion now.

    Statlz's face turned the color of a beet, something Goh had seen right before the chef loosed his knife at a cook slacking or mouthing off. Staltz had damn good aim with the thing. Goh had seen the man shave a few stray hairs off the side of a person's head with his cleaver more than once. A telltale steeliness came into Staltz 'gaze, full of heat and sharp as any of his knives. When Goh looked into his chef's eyes and saw it there, he made the call that it was wise to move out the way or else end up bodied.

    Staltz flexed his sausage link fingers and tightened his grip around the hilt of his cleaver. The thought that raced through his head with shameful vehemence behind it was that he was going to split this pale bitch's head like a melon. But, almost as soon as that thought crossed Statlz's mind and the signal to throw his knife came down from up top, he felt a shiver run through him.

    Chef Staltz was a man feared in any kitchen he had ever worked in. He had started as a dish dog and, like many who had fallen into the service industry, moved up through happy accident. While there were more than a few of his peers that had studied at fine schools before being thrown into the sloppy chaos of the professional kitchen, Staltz was a man forged in the fires. He had sweet and bled, shaved years off his own life through the need for alcohol, caffeine, drugs, and a general lack of sleep.

    Staltz was fearsome for the reasons that all who had devoted their lives to the pursuit of perfection were fearsome. He was a man that did not need friends or family but a knife and a skillet. All else fell behind those things. And that was fine because anyone or anything of worth would fit in alongside, bending to find its place in his vision.

    A man as disciplined as Staltz does not feel intimidated by others because they are people made of fire. So, it came as a profound and wholly unwelcome surprise to Staltz when, looking into Lyceum's eyes and feeling his hair stand on end and his skin turn to gooseflesh, he felt like he might shit himself.  It was a feeling he hadn't felt since he had enraged the first chef he had ever worked under.

    Staltz viewed his passion like a hearth blazing away in a cabin. The stone covered in soot, and the floor littered with ash; neither the embrace of night, the storms, or wind could extinguish him. But this woman, this corpse-fucker ( a pejorative that Staltz would never be convinced was not based in fact), was winter at its deepest and darkest.

    A voice from within Staltz, one he had never heard before, said, "this is the crossroads; where would you like to end up? The grave or back home tonight?"

    Staltz grunted, "see that it doesn't happen again."

    Lyceum smiled and let him go, but as he turned away, Emma spoke up and said, "Oh, there was one more thing."

    Goh had free reign of the kitchen, which felt odd. Typically, he had his station and his responsibilities. While it took many hands doing multiple things to sail a ship, it was paramount that Goh took care of his station before anyone else's. Stranger still, Staltz had, albeit begrudgingly, given Goh his pick of whatever ingredients he desired. The old grizzled chef even let him pick from things meant for the next day's events, so long as he replaced anything he took.

    


    So, Goh set to work. Chicken, bell peppers, and onions had been marinating in bowls inside the giant walk-in cooler the kitchen stored most everything in. A quick sniff told Goh it was adobo, or at least Statlz's take on it. The vinegar's sweet acidity made Goh's mouth water and stomach growl, which was all he needed. He scooped out enough for all four of them. He replaced everything he took, tossing in a few more bay leaves, peppercorns, and garlic to compensate for whatever drained into his own pot. He placed the pot onto a metal cart and set to pulling fresh produce, cucumbers, spinach, radish, baby gem lettuce, cilantro, and red onion as well.

    Once finished in the cooler, Goh made a quick stop in the dry stock, pulling some crushed peanuts and vermicelli rice noodles. Goh then separated the chicken from the marinade, setting it on a grated tray to dry some of the excess. At the same time, a cast-iron skillet and pot got ripping hot. He added the vegetables with the marinade to the pot and set them to boiling, and placed his rice noodles in room temperature water to soften. While he waited, he set to work cutting the baby gem into fork-sized bites, thinly slicing radish, dicing the red onion, and giving the cilantro a rough chop. Goh combined these into a large bowl with more spinach than he would ever reasonably use and the cucumber, which he had shaved, first to take off the skin and then to make long ribbons off.

    Realizing at that moment that, like an absolute buffoon, he had forgotten to grab a lime, some bird's eye chilies, and fish sauce, Goh reduced the heat on the pot and ran across the kitchen toward the stock room. No one paid him any mind, primarily because if they weren't doing the same, they were sweating over whatever Chef had told them to sweat over. Suddenly overwhelmed and feeling nauseous, Goh oiled the skillet and laid the chicken into it. In the roughly ninety seconds he had before turning it, he set to work on tapping and rolling the chili's between his hands, dumping the seeds, and finely chopping them before adding them to a nearby mortar and pestle. Goh then added a pinch of kosher salt and the oil and set to crushing and then grinding the contents into a paste, adding fish sauce and fresh lime juice halfway through the process.

    Dressing done, Goh flipped the chicken, which had picked up a beautiful sear, the Maillard reaction working its magic. Wasting no time, Goh then began to apply the dressing to the salad, tossing and tasting it to find the perfect amount. Goh had worked himself into a groove now, engrossed in the completion of his dish. The internal timer told him to pull his chicken to rest and cool while he grabbed bowls and plates and eating utensils. Goh also grabbed a towel, which he wrapped around the cast iron's handle, and moved it off the heat to cool before picking up a non-stick pan and letting it heal.

    While waiting, Goh sliced the chicken into strips and began plating. He added the rice noodles to each bowl, the adobo marinade with all of its robust and earthy flavors, and then the pan-seared chicken. Finished with that, Goh eyeballed what he thought would be an appropriate amount of peanuts to the pan and began lightly toasting them. After several minutes, Goh pulled the pan and dumped the nuts into a bowl, where he sprinkled them lightly with salt. Shining with sweat and feeling sticky, Goh looked over his work and felt proud. It was nothing fancy, certainly nothing he felt deserved a spot on the kitchen's menu. Still, from the tastes he had tested, he thought it was a respectable effort.

    Goh cleaned up quickly, feeling that he had already forced his friends to wait long enough and, putting everything upon a cart, wheeled it into the cafeteria. They sat in the far corner, the nearest diners three tables away. Goh felt slightly worried that others might take a seat next to them, but as folk filed in, none considered the tables next to his group. In fact, any who entered gave the group a wide berth. Goh was unsure if this resulted from a spell or the fact that there were two necromancers at one table, and both looked tired and unwilling to tolerate any bullshit. He supposed it didn't matter either way and dallied about no longer with the food, beginning the meal in earnest. This was good, but the three women at the table all eyed him dangerously, their patients wearing very thin indeed.

    Goh passed the bowls to each of his friends, followed by a pair of chopsticks and a spoon. He then set the salad down with a set of tongs and passed around salad plates before seating himself with the last remaining bowl and plate. Everyone set to eating as soon as the food reached them and, so far as Goh could tell, they were all happy with the food. Though none more so than Caitlyn, who, upon the first bite of chicken and slurp of broth, moaned, which all eagerly avoided drawing attention to.

    It wasn't until the salad had been reduced to a few stray peanuts and radishes that anyone opened their mouth to talk.

    "Thank you," said Lyceum, "everything was well prepared and very filling. I think I speak for both myself and Emma when I say we feel less like week-old corpses and more like fresh cadavers."

    Emma nodded in agreement, "Yes. Thank you. I am positively stuffed and ready for a nap."

    "At this point, you might as well just sleep. The sun's all but gone at this point," said Goh.

    "I was being generous to myself when I said nap anyway," remarked Emma with a wave of her hand, "my sleep debt is large enough that, at minimum, it’s lights out for ten hours."

    "Indeed. And her snoring is fierce. When we were aboard the ship bound for this city, I requested a separate cabin after the second night.

    Even then, I needed a ward to block out the distant pig snorting that is Emma's breathing at rest," said Lyceum.

    "Hey, I resent that!" Squealed a red-faced Emma as the table around her erupted in laughter.

    “I'm sure you do, darling. But, I savor your embarrassment far more than you resent me turning you into a joke, so you will just have to live with it," said Lyceum.

    A companionable silence followed, and the only thing that could make it better was a glass of fine whiskey. The next coming minutes' anxiety was kept at bay by the dying embers of laughter and playful jeers. None of them wanted to ruin the moment with the inevitable. As the silence stretched on and conversation occasionally broke out, it became more and more an amalgam of humorous observations and absurdist claims. It became increasingly evident that none dared to move forward and onto what awaited. The rich flavor of the moment, of nonsense, of silliness without consequence, was too inviting to quickly push aside.

    None save the Saint herself, who said, wiping away tears of laughter, "I'm sorry. But, what's next?"

    "Right," began Emma, straightening, "So, here's what I know. Iaralie's vessel is being held by Illustium & Sons. Now, if I had to guess, they are either totally aware of what they have, or they've all been killed off by the person who captured Iaralie and put me in that awful slumber.

    "The chance of either is about fifty-fifty, I think. To be frank, and you'll need to forgive me here, it would be better for them to have been killed than for them to still be alive."

    Goh and Caitlyn gasped, horrified, and, anticipating the question, Lyceum said, "Alive means we have to exert a great amount of energy and resources to deal with them. We are permitted a lot of leeways, but killing is not something we are free to do. If they are dead, Oren will be using them, and we can sever his strings with relative ease."

    "Exactly as my master says. My information indicates that this will be dangerous, regardless of the state of the employees. These people traffic in objects obscure to even us—things from the Still Lands. I am sure if anyone who knows how such items work are there, they will be alive. And if none do, then we must be careful nonetheless. In case we accidentally meet some obscure requirements to invert reality or make everything grape-flavored or turn our blood to molten silver," said Emma.

    "Okay. Sweet. So, what's the brilliant plan to, you know, save God and kick ass?" Asked Goh.

    Emma smirked, "Simple. So simple. I'm sure Oren has thought up many contingency spells to keep Lyceum and myself out, which sucks. But, having peeked at what he is capable of, I'm confident that we can undo some of the nastier ones. Doing that will take time, though, and as the threads keeping everything in place unravel and snap, I'm sure there will be reactions. So, we are going to need distractions

    "Is that where we come in?" asked Caitlyn.

    "Not exactly. I have worked out a deal with Salazar Salvador and his pirate crew. I am confident that we can expect some private security involved for an agreement as sensitive as this. They will take care of that, and it will likely not be subtle.

    "You two would be worthless in that endeavor, much like chucking a kitten at a wall. It's messy and horrifying for a few minutes, but ultimately it is fleeting. What I'm proposing is an eleventh-hour rescue. And a way to sweep up everyone all at once. Oren, Marianne, Elon, all of the bastards at play here. After all, I doubt bloodshed will stop them this late in the game.

    "All I need from you all is your presence. Get invited along. Stalk them to the location. Whatever feels right. Your purpose will be to keep them from finishing the deal, whatever you can do."

    Goh and Caitlyn looked at the self-satisfied Emma in disbelief. They were unsure if the plan was brilliant in its simplicity or simply the machinations of a mad fool. But, when Lyceum did not interject or reprimand her apprentice, they supposed that the elder lich had given her approval by omission. Thus Goh and Caitlyn gave a silent prayer that, in the end, they would not be killed.

    "We have a few days before this all takes place. So, I would recommend taking that time to put any affairs in order, check off some stuff on the to-do list. Rest. That's what I'll be doing. Without my eyes and without us being on the top of our game, we'll be destined for the grave," said Emma.

    "She is correct. Anything you might regret leaving this world without saying or doing, get it done and get it said," added Lyceum.

    Goh nodded and chanced a look at Caitlyn. His palms were sweaty, knees weak, and his entire being felt heavy. The idea of telling

    Caitlyn that he liked her quite a bit but that he wasn't much for heavy petting made him want to vomit all over himself. If he let himself think on it any further, Goh was sure he would start hyperventilating then and there. Goh turned his thoughts to the various ingredients and steps he had to take to make dinner for their upcoming date to ease his anxiety. This helped only so long as Goh did not think of the conversation during dinner. Or grabbing Caitlyn by the wrist as she turned to leave, a dramatic display right before he told her everything about himself.

    On the other hand, Caitlyn had pushed her own feelings about Goh to the back of her mind. She couldn't help but remember what Iaralie had off-handedly mentioned about their powers being siphoned off. Caitlyn wasn't sure what that all meant but was confident it would present a problem for them.

    The question was, did she mention it now and further frighten Goh and potentially shatter the confidence of the two necromancers at the table, or did she keep it to herself and let them deal with it when the time came? The fact was Caitlyn didn't know what to do. In her mind, twin visions played out. In the first, she told them, and the plan remained largely the same, but that bit of fear and doubt that she had added to each of her comrades caused Goh to hesitate, and Emma and Lyceum to make mistakes or second guess themselves. In this vision, they were all massacred because they were too busy thinking of what it meant to fight against someone who could rob a God of their powers.

    The other option was only marginally better. In that vision, they were able to confidently unravel the defenses and disrupt the plans of those that would try and devour God. Of course, once it came time to free Iaralie and land the decisive blow, Oren proved more powerful than they. Perhaps not holding the reality-warping powers of the God of Iron and Steam, but still, changing how reality itself worked, everything became more malleable, bendable. Caitlyn couldn't know for sure if these visions were at all meaningful or just the result of an oncoming anxiety attack; both felt real and urgent in either case.

    But something told Caitlyn, some unfathomable nameless thing in her, that this second vision was the one to focus on. It was as a receding whisper in her ear telling her that there was more to win by blind confidence than overwrought nihilism. So, Caitlyn kept it to herself and decided that the best solution was bury the anxiety of secret, potentially life-saving knowledge. To pile over it the pressure of confessing all the warm, fluttery feelings she felt for the man beside her.

    Confessions are exceedingly complex, regardless of the nature of the admission. For instance, when one confesses a mistake, they admit to the worst aspects of their character. To unbosom something like the seedlings of love is a sickening act. And terrifying, because one must be vulnerable before the one person that might tear them down in the most significant and cruel way, and all with a polite rebuke.

    


    So it was that the following night, as Caitlyn and Goh dined together in private, that the pair found time to obsess over their dark and lovely fantasies. The table they used was a small desk meant for solitary study that Goh had cleared off. Space was limited, even with tiny plates borrowed from the kitchen. As such, Goh and Caitlyn often had their food resting in their laps instead of atop the table. The food, well seasoned but straightforward, was a safe place for conversation. Caitlyn asked Goh about how he had cooked the steak and what seasonings he had used, what herbs he added with the butter, and so on.

    Goh talked at length about the process, walking Caitlyn through it step by step, which she welcomed despite knowing how to cook a steak herself. Eventually, however, the talk of food ran dry, and silence began to rupture the flow of their conversation. Darkness existed on the horizon, one that foretold of future horrors and sorrow, or so the pair felt. In the back of Caitlyn's mind, another shadow loomed, one that cackled about the years of her life she had traded away to pass Behind the Curtain.

    "So, how's being a Saint? Do you feel any different?" Goh asked.

    Caitlyn thought, bless you, Goh, bearing the torch to keep the worst at bay.

    "You know, not really? Iaralie blessed me and made a pin—did I tell you they were a jacket with all the saint's symbols on it as pins?

    Because they do, and it is rad—but I don't really feel much different, you know?" Caitlyn replied.

    "I would have thought you'd feel really different. Especially considering the array of honeybees and butterflies that were trailing you when you found me the other day," said Goh.

    "Wait, the what?"

    "Oh. Yeah. You didn't notice that?"

    "No! You're fucking with me."

    Goh threw his hands up, "Swear to God, I am not."

    Caitlyn narrowed her eyes, "Listen here, mother fucker, I have a direct line to God now, so if you are pulling my leg, then I'll have your soul cast to the bellows."

    Goh cackled at that and said, through his laughter, "Let's go out for a walk now. I bet you that whatever is going on with you still is, and you'll have moths and beetles buzzing about and following you like a puppy."

    Caitlyn smiled, "Goh. You really are making this date quite romantic. A lovely dinner followed by a walk at night, only the stars and will-o'wisps to guide our path."

    It wasn't until the words escaped her mouth and Goh turned scarlet that Caitlyn realized what she had said and so turned into a giant tomato as well. The few seconds of silence that passed between the two of them was enough time for Caitlyn's brain to scream, oh fuck, oh shit, oh beans, at least three dozen times.

    But then Goh said, "Well, you know when you're with me, every chance I get to enchant, enthrall, and otherwise impress will be taken."

    And when he said that, they both turned three shades darker. Caitlyn was forced to look down to hide the smile she had plastered on her face, the kind that was too wide and showed all her teeth and that Goh thought was beautiful. On the other hand, Goh simply kept wiping his hands against his trousers and found he could not wipe away the preposterous amount of sweat he was producing.

    The night air was brisk, the siren call of the end of summer. The leaves upon the smattering of trees that dotted the grounds had begun to turn in color. Despite what Caitlyn had said about starlight and will-o-the-wisps, the lanterns along the pathways were the couple's guide. It took no time at all for Goh to be proven correct, though no beetles buzzed after her, a fair amount of moths were led away from the blazing lanterns. Goh considered teasing Caitlyn and getting an 'I told you so' in but quickly abandoned it for the sake of prolonging their walk.

    The talk between the two of them was soft and meaningless; the majority of their pleasure derived from moon glow and starlight. The occasional night owl passed by, sometimes lonely, the hood of a cloak up over their head. Other times giggling, attached to their partner and squeezing closer as they passed Goh and Caitlyn. The latter made both wish that they were squished together like that, and yet neither had the balls to reach out those scant few inches and bring the other close.

    As they approached the loop where the path began to bring them back to the manor, Caitlyn veered off, and Goh followed. Only sketches of light to guide them as they waded into taller grasses and unkempt shrubbery. They didn't go far, just deep enough to be invisible to other walkers, to a place where they could lie upon their backs and see the sky above them. Both marveled, as they always did when they actually looked up at the indigo sky and the shimmering, silvery stars. Whatever magic and money that went hand-in-hand were nearly as awe-inspiring as the sight itself.

    "What do you think happens after this?" asked Caitlyn, a yawning maw cracking open in her chest for her to fall into.

    "I dunno. I thought at first everything would go back to normal when we got Them back. But now, obviously, we can't. And not just because our current leaders are going to be excommunicated and locked up," said Goh.

    "What do you want to happen?"

    "I want," (you), "erm, I guess I haven't thought," (do you want me? Even if I don't want you that way?) "No, that's not true. I know, but I'm afraid," Goh managed, face burning and heart racing. He felt tears well up in his eyes.

    Caitlyn tilted her head toward him, her own heart beating so hard she thought it might burst forth if the tightening of her chest didn't suffocate her first.

    "What are you afraid of?”

    Goh swallowed, his throat sandpaper, "you," he began in a cracked whisper, "you saying no."

    Caitlyn wanted to cry, but instead, keeping her voice level and pressing herself down into the damp, cold earth, said, "Say no to what? You haven't asked me anything."

    It was at this unfortunate moment that Goh realized that, for all his fantasizing, he had never dreamt of a clever way of asking Caitlyn to be his partner. His mind raced, going through what felt like a million permutations and variations on, "duh, do you want to be boyfriend and girlfriend, duh." Distantly, Goh marveled at how empty his brain could be, the lights all switched off, and the workers all at home for the night with no second shift insight.

    So, Goh said what was true, "Well, I'm afraid if I tell you that I like you, you won't believe me. And I'm afraid once I convince you I'm serious and tell you that I'm asexual, you won't want anything to do with me."

    Caitlyn went very still. She knew that she had to say something, and soon, or else her silence would prove Goh's fears correct and break his heart. But, the fact was, Caitlyn needed a minute to savor the admission and the relief in knowing that her feelings were not unrequited. She wanted to bask in the knowledge that she was not giving her heart out in ignorance but in the sure safety of an exchange.

    "You don't have to be afraid. Because I am here."

    And with those words, Caitlyn bridged those few inches, that tiny measurement that felt like miles between them, and squeezed Goh's hand.

    Goh opened his mouth in protest, the fears and anxieties spilling out of him now that he had uncorked his feelings for Caitlyn. He exaggerated everything and babbled. Caitlyn caught only the most outlandish of his statements. She squeezed his hand and scooted against him and shushed him, all to no avail.

    Eventually, she said, "Goh, is kissing something you are comfortable with?"

    "Huh?" He enunciated before saying, "no. I like kissing. And cuddles. Quite a bit, actually."

    "Blessed be," murmured Caitlyn before propping herself up on an elbow and positioning her face but a few inches from Goh's own.

    The pair locked eyes there, Caitlyn's moss-colored eyes locking with Goh's umber. Each comprised the whole of the other's thoughts, and the weight of that settled upon them both simultaneously. A part of them that had believed the glory of Iaralie to be the highest form of love and adoration died screaming. To be sure, Iaralie was love, but only in the abstract. Neither could hold their God on a stormy night or whisper shameful secrets or pitiful insecurities into Their ear. They could not touch or be touched by God in any way that comforted them.

    But in each other, Goh and Caitlyn found respite. The heft of their hearts, which was at times so great that neither could bear the beating, became lighter when their lips brushed against one another.

    


    Around the time the Goh and Caitlyn locked lips, Emma regained enough of her eyesight to be able to see hazy visions of whatever she looked at. Testing with her hand, Emma had discovered that the only time she could see it clearly was when it was less than an inch away. The fact that Emma could see at all at this point was heartening for a time, but the fact that her vision seemed forever trapped at this stage caused Emma's stomach to knot. She had never gone so far or needed so much power as the other night.

    "Master, what is the over-under that my vision returns to the way it used to be?" Emma asked Lyceum, who was reclining languidly on the divan in her room. The elder lich had a crystal glass of champagne in one hand, the effervescence long gone, the moisture on the glass leaving streaks on the glass. Smoke curled around Lyceum's other hand as a pipe smoldered away, a few puffs gone from it while the rest burned.

    "Permanent injury from use of magic isn't unheard of. The eyes are particularly delicate, so I would say pretty damn good," said Lyceum without looking at Emma.

    "Lovely. That is exactly what I wanted to hear," grumbled Emma.

    Lyceum gave a chortle, "no need to fret and sulk about it. We can get you glasses tomorrow if your vision is still impaired."

    Emma tried to imagine herself bespectacled and failed at conjuring an image that didn't seem ugly. The stock images of glasses she had seen others wear were not suitable for her face. And though Emma knew that other designs existed, she could not believe that any of them would compliment her. How could she be a feared and beautiful necromancer if she looked like an accountant?

    "Emma?" said Lyceum in a tone Emma had never heard her use. It was warm and familiar, grandma's apple pie, and oddly questioning.

    "Yes?"

    Lyceum was now sitting up. She had abandoned the glass, though not before draining its contents and fixed her pipe between her teeth.

    The elder lich looked at her apprentice how a mother might look at her child before parting ways. So much had happened, and more still was to come. The Emma before her was different from the one she had accosted.

    Not so different, though. Emma still fidgeted under Lyceum's cool blues. She fiddled with her scarf and looked at her feet, focusing on it with intensity appropriate only if a buxom woman were painted naked upon them. Lyceum was grateful that her apprentice could not see her, happy that the smoke further obscured her. The old lich was not one to show affection, and here she was, teary-eyed and proud of her successor.

    "Tell me about your scarf," said Lyceum.

    "What?

    "Your scarf. You always wear it. Rain or shine, frost or sultry. Why is that?"

    "Well," said Emma, elongating the word, "uh, it is a bit embarrassing, if I'm honest."

    "Come now," said Lyceum, standing and setting her pipe aside. She grabbed the bottle of champagne and a second glass. She filled both and passed one to Emma, who accepted it with a slight nod. "We are a day and a night from confronting a dangerous and powerful mage. We may walk away a bit worse for the wear. We may never walk again. There is no need to be shy about anything."

    Emma sipped at the champagne a bit, letting silence grow between them and enjoying the feeling of bubbles popping and tickling her nose. Lyceum was right, of course. No need for secrets now. And, besides, she had the matter of her bargain with Captain Salvador to mention. A few drinks and shared tales might make that revelation a bit less problematic.

    "If I am going to tell you, I want to do it right," said Emma. She reached out and grabbed the pipe. There wasn't much left inside, but what remained would do. With no match nearby and so Emma snapped her fingers and thus produced a small flame. It was a simple spell and one that only slightly dimmed her vision. Emma placed the pipe between her teeth and drew in a deep breath.

    Lyceum arched an eyebrow, "I did not know you partook, or else I would have offered to share."

    Emma exhaled a cloud of smoke, impossibly puffy and white. It seemed a sketch, a cloud of smoke ripped from a painting, idealized and sensationalized to a cartoonish extent. The smoke hung about Emma, obscuring her, and when she reached up into it, she was able to grab fistfuls of the stuff.

    "It isn't a habit I'm one to indulge in. But a good smoke in the right company can soften one's mood," said Emma, "but, for this, I thought you'd appreciate a little moodiness. Besides, I am always excited to show off a spell of my own design."

    Emma waved her arms in the air, gathering the smoke to her as she did. She waved her hands with grace, plucking great puffs of the smoke from the sky and shaping them, imbuing them with color. Sound followed soon after, as did definition. Before long, Emma was obscured, and Lyceum was under blue skies with the sun's intense heat beating down. The sound of waves breaking against land filled her ears, and the scent of brine, of fish, filled her nostrils.

    Lyceum saw homes in the distance. At the speed of thought, she approached them, saw that they were made of dark wood, designed to be open, and propped up off the ground a few feet. The roofs of some were covered in straw for insulation. Others were in disrepair, people patching sections in dire need or else dumping buckets full of last night's rain.

    Children were as children always are. Busy at games of pretend, adventuring, forming friendships that they believed would never die, and rivalries as serious and abstract as death. Or they were hidden in rooms, reading or playing games where imagination and storytelling and cooperation intermingled.

    Lyceum saw Emma as a hybrid of the two. There was always a book and various curiosities with her, feathers and bones and rocks that she thought looked nice or felt good. Yet Emma roamed the island, stalking along the coast, smacking at the water with a stick. A group of children her age screamed their heads off a few feet away and charged her. Emma stood her ground and raised her stick, ready to fight.

    "I am the princess of the tide! If you come to take my land, the water will take you!" Emma screamed.

    Lyceum smiled at this as Emma thrashed the water with the stick, keeping her attackers at bay while getting herself wet. All the children laughed, and it was good.

    The scene changed, though, the smoke that comprised the phantasm turning grey and black to reveal the night sky. It was littered with stars, and the moon shone proud, despite the bite that had been taken from it. There was only one house before Lyceum, and it was a sketch against the impression of trees and brush it fronted.

    From the front door emerged Emma, her feet bare, dressed in light, loose-fitting pajamas. Emma took up the stick she had had earlier and ran into the forest, swinging it so that it broke weaker branches and smacked loudly against tree trunks. For a moment, there was no sound. The night was clear and cool, and the breeze from the sea offered up a refreshing chill. In that space of what must only have been a few spare minutes, old man time's rattling pocket change, Lyceum felt content.

    And then there was a scream, and everything changed. People from all overran into the woods. It was as instant as a bolt of lightning and as violent. The silence that followed that scream choked Lyceum, and she felt her neck burning as though someone had put a cigarette out on it. But the pain did not stop there. It traveled down Lyceum's neck and threatened her heart.

    The elder lich's breath came heavy, and her clothes turned sweat-soaked, causing them to stick to Lyceum's skin, itchy and awful. She was feverish, and her mouth felt like it was full of sand, and thought was obliterated before it had a chance to congeal at all. Lyceum knew in an animal way that she might die. And as that thought became clear, everything went black and still and silent.

    As the smoke cleared, Lyceum felt the barest sensation of warmth. Like from a gramophone a room away, a distant voice said, "She dipped her toe in the water. Who can say what that'll do to her? But if she's curious, there's a place for her. You know how to reach me if that day comes."

    Emma sat smoke curling around her, emanating from the pipe and her mouth. Her gaze procellous and trained totally upon her master.

    "I don't understand," said Lyceum in a whisper, feeling small before her pupil. An exciting feeling that the ancient lich would be sure to examine in due time. It had been many years since anyone had reduced her with but a glare.

    "I was bitten by a snake spirit. I french kissed death. The water metaphor my savior made was a silly one," Emma explained.

    "I get that part, broadly speaking. But why the cheap fade out?" asked Lyceum.

    "Oh, that. Well, I don't remember her or anything about her. Nor any of the years leading up to my enrollment at University. I only recall those words, the night of the bite, and why I wear the scarf."

    "And why do you wear it?" Lyceum asked, picking the easiest of what Emma had said to unpack.

    With a smile, Emma said, "It looks good. And it hides the marks. I was told when I was a girl that if a creature from the other side bites you or scratches or otherwise touches you, that area will wither away. Unless you keep it covered and never show a soul so long as you live."

    Lyceum raised an eyebrow, "I've never heard that. Is it true?"

    "Almost certainly not. But, if one person warns you about a monster in the woods, you might ignore it. Not so much when it is twenty or thirty. Even if you don't really believe in monsters."

    "Fair enough. Now for a harder question. Why do you remember so little of something so profound?"

    "Well," said Emma, drawing out the word, "I sort of goofed some days ago and had to sell off some of my memory."

    The gaze that Lyceum fixed Emma with froze her blood, and a frost settled into Emma's veins. When her master averted her gaze, and Emma was able to exhale the breath she subconsciously held, she swore it steamed there before her eyes.

    "Emma," said Lyceum, hard and sharp as ice.

    Emma flinched, shrinking back as she said, "You probably won't like this next bit either then, boss."

    Lyceum had had a few apprentices in the past, and they had all disappointed her. This never surprised Lyceum; she was a once-in-a generation necromancer. Inventive, ambitious, and intelligent. A genius in school so rarely was a genius in the real world that Lyceum figured she was cursed to never find a successor to her position.

    Emma, Lyceum believed, was different. She was a naive and neurotic child, riddled with doubts and anxiety. So different from herself, but nonetheless ambitious, whip-smart, and, above all, willing to push boundaries. Emma had yet to disappoint Lyceum, be it in credentials, her work, or the short time they'd worked together.

    What Emma had done, and this was entirely novel, was piss Lyceum off enough that she considered killing her. Lyceum wondered as she held Emma in her gaze, watching her squirm if this was how her old master looked at her. A toddler fiddling about, sticking sticky fingers where they don't belong, and then whining about the consequences.

    Then again, Emma was not whinging nor any other synonym. Her fear was evident in the way she quivered under the lich's gaze. Or how Emma kept checking over her shoulder before she scooted further away, tiny steps into the corner. And in her ghastly pallor.

    But, on those rare occasions when Emma met Lyceum's eye, well, there was steel in them. Even in her foolishness, Emma still kept Lyceum interested.

    On her feet now, Lyceum appeared in front of Emma in the blink of an eye. Ah, that catch of breath, the dilation of the eye! That was always Lyceum's favorite part of this particular trick.

    Once Emma had regained her composure, Lyceum slapped her hard across the cheek. She took no pleasure in the act, but it would be a lie to say she didn't savor the look Emma favored her within the aftermath. Hurt and confusion at first, and then the barest impression of rage, a flashfire of anger, doused by better sense.

    The other cheek, Lyceum caressed gently. It was cruel, she knew, to so quickly alternate between meanness and kindness. The emotional whiplash it caused was evident immediately. Still, Lyceum had never had a relationship with anyone she didn't leave a few scars on.

    "Well. You are too fresh to give any paid leave to. So, you'll not be collecting a paycheck while you're gone, unfortunately. But, if all goes well on the assault, I suggest you start thinking of what you want your phylactery to look like," said Lyceum.

    Emma's mouth hung open. Language was essential to, well, everyone, but especially a necromancer. Phrasing and intonation all mattered when working a spell, as did precision. One had to know every word, the sound of each syllable, and the exact order, or else, at best, your spell would fizzle. And at worst, you might, for instance, call on the fires of the underworld, ever burning, all-consuming, and hope your feet were fast enough to save you from that blazing maul.

    So it was then that for the remainder of their night, Emma struggled for words, blushing with each sentence she scraped together. And Lyceum smiled, amused and more than willing to confound and compound her apprentice's embarrassment.

    They all passed their days and nights this way. Letting themselves be blown along by fantasy as wisps of smoke in an autumn breeze. The tender feelings of spiced dessert and the welcome embrace of home helping to chase away the chill of nightmares past and future. And when they stumbled into the frigid wastes of reality, they were quickly pulled back fireside by a lover's caress or a mentor's storied praise.

    But, as with all things, the time of warmth and comfort must move toward its end. So, with painful suddenness, the four found themselves awake on the last day, either of their lives or of this particular story.

    


    Caitlyn and Goh were ready before the sun had risen. They had spent the night together, snuggled up under blankets, talking and joking and kissing. Anything to keep their minds off everything that was about what they were about to do.

    Neither of them, as it turned out, thought much of Emma's suggestions for how to slow down Elon and Marianne. Getting invited along was impossible at this stage. They sincerely doubted they could sneak into a building where a literal God was being held.

    So, they devised an alternative and spoke to Emma about it. Her reaction had been priceless, even now looping in Goh and Caitlyn's mind.

    "We thought we would, you know, knock them out," said Caitlyn.

    "I'm sorry, what?" said a bug-eyed Emma. The young necromancer had regained most of her eyesight, though she confessed everything seemed a bit hazy.

    "Well, you know, it might be easier for us. I doubt we can charm our way in. This ought to delay them substantially and reliably," added Goh.

    "I'm sure it would. But, then our mysterious buyer would get suspicious," said Emma.

    "Oh, well, that's why we're talking to you. Is there a kind of spell to make one thing look like another?" Caitlyn asked.

    Emma's eyes grew wide, and a devious smirk cracked apart her face, "Oh, I do love you both! Hell's bells is it dangerous. But, it may just work. Come and get me after you've done the deed. I should be able to help you."

    At that, Emma did the most unexpected thing and hugged both of them. It was brief, so fleeting Goh and Caitlyn thought they had imagined it.

    So it was then that, at the earliest hours of the morning, Caitlyn and Goh made their separate ways to their respective leader's room. Each had an emptied bottle of some cheap alcohol in hand. They waited at the entrance and, the minute it opened, rushed the traitors, pushing them back into their room. They bashed them over the head with more force than either meant to use before either could speak a word. Neither Elon nor Marianne took more than two good swings to bring down, and when they were out, Caitlyn and Goh shut the doors, locking and then jamming the lock as they left.

    They met Emma at the gate of the manor. Sunlight was breaking through lack-luster clouds, bringing color and heat back to the world.

    "Are you both ready?" Emma asked lamely.

    Goh shrugged, and Caitlyn said, "we have no choice but to be, at this point."

    Emma smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. Sorrow lingered in her eyes for but a moment, long enough that Goh wanted to hug her. But, when Emma blinked, the gloom vanished, and cool distance replaced it.

    "Okay. This spell is simple but effective. I need you both to pull up the most idealized image of Elon and Marianne you have. Yes, I know that it's going to suck and be hard, do it anyway and let me know when you have it."

    Both said, "Got it."

    Emma placed her hand on their heads and exhaled one slow breath. Caitlyn and Goh expected to hear some odd chanting or one of those fancy poems the necromancer's sometimes recited. Instead, Emma said, "okay, all done," and removed her hand.

    Goh and Caitlyn opened their eyes and looked at each other. Sure enough, Caitlyn looked like Marianne, and Goh like Elon. Seeing one another this way caused both of them to feel like vomiting. All was quiet and still, the spare moments before a storm, the last minutes of peace before the fighting starts. Once they left the manor grounds, it would be a turn of the page, and they'd be at their destination. Once there, they would have no time for doubts or fear, so it had to be experienced now, at once.

    Emma wrapped her arms around Goh, lingering in the embrace this time. Goh followed suit, feeling everything at once. Tears fell silent from his eyes, leaving brief impressions on Emma's scarf. When they released, it was Caitlyn's turn. She did not have the same history with Emma that Goh had, but the warmth and tightness with which Emma held her still drew a few tears from her.

    "You two had better go," said Emma, "there is a lot of work to be done."

    Caitlyn and Goh merely nodded and set off. A million thoughts raced through Emma's mind as she watched her friends go. Guilt sat heavily on her heart. She was supposed to be a professional, yet she was using her clients to do the job. No, not clients. Friends.

    There was so much to tell them, so many secret anxieties about what they were about to do. Chief among them being this disguise which Emma could only hope would go unnoticed. The power of Iaralie and the anticipation at the heart of this, the final day, would have to be enough to keep them hidden. Emma could not think of the alternative, not if she wanted to keep herself together.

    Caitlyn and Goh had different expectations for what awaited them once inside Illustrium & Sons. Caitlyn expected a museum not unlike what Kikiji had displayed their faces in and was happy to find that this was not the case. Goh had expected it to be like a bank, with people in suits lounging, waiting for a customer or new clients to saunter in. He was closer to the truth, but in his mental image, he had expected to see immaculate alabaster countertops and pillars. Polished silver finishings and recreations of art so solidly classic that a person was born aware of it.

    Instead, everything was musty, yellow, and filthy. The employees all wore suits and were clean, but the stripped-back décor and dingy appearance of the ground floor made the workers seem like cheap imitations of the well-to-do.

    The duo was led from the first floor, up a few flights, to where the meeting would occur. Goh tried his best to take note of the things and people he saw along the way, but the nauseous twist of his gut and the incessant fear-mongering at the back of his mind didn't allow him much spare focus. So, instead, Goh kept his eyes forward and did his best to act the way he imagined Elon would in this situation, which was no simple task either. Goh had had to dig up the idealized image of Elon from his heart to look like him, and with that came the feelings associated with it. The version of the Deacon Goh had summoned up to disguise himself would never have been in this place, and yet reality, cruel beast that it was, proved otherwise.

    The knife in Goh's stomach twisted at the thought, and all he could do was push those feelings back down. He wanted to reach out and hold Caitlyn's hand for support. But he knew that was inappropriate and so clenched his fists and walked on.

    Contrary to Goh's concerns, Caitlyn walked with the ease and grace that Marianne had always possessed. She would be lying to herself if she said remembering the Marianne she thought existed didn't hurt. But, whereas it was a knifing, a violation, and ultra-violence to Goh, for Caitlyn, it was a bee sting. Painful at the time, but only briefly, and it was now only a dull ache. A person could only be traumatized so often by others before they developed a shell protecting them from the worst of it. Or so Caitlyn imagined.

    So, it was up to Caitlyn to keep her eyes out for the odd and to keep the conversation light and fun when it was appropriate. Thanks to her time Behind the Curtain, Caitlyn had developed a discerning eye, able to find the extraordinary hidden amongst the mundane. As such, two things jumped out to her. Firstly, it didn't seem like much of anything was around for a place specializing in holding rare, mysterious, and even mythical items. Caitlyn supposed that locking them up made a kind of sense, but then, locking them up in one place seemed to her like begging for trouble. If it were her, she would want to keep the various oddities with nothing but scraps of old, torn journals to detail their powers, as separate from each other as possible. Piling them together seemed like a perfect way to summon some being from a dimension with a starless sky and red earth, hungry for flesh, bone, mind.

    The other thing Caitlyn noticed was that everyone here looked the same. The suits, the faces, the mannerisms, all the identical. Further, everyone here performed gender in the most traditional ways. The men wore suits with bold, solid colors and no eccentricity. At the same time, the women walked about in heels and miniskirts with light, pastel colors. The men smelled earthy, like wood and dirt and mushrooms, while the women smelled of fresh-picked lilies and fruit.

    Caitlyn wanted to study all the doppelgangers more, but as she noticed, they were ushered through a door that she imagined would take them to the third floor. Instead, it led them to a room blanketed by shadow. A red flame flickered on the walls all around the room and tinted the darkness carmine. The room seemed impossibly large, though neither Goh nor Caitlyn could confirm this as neither could see anything more than a few inches ahead of them. The immensity of the space was compounded by pressure and power that weighed on them. One that, Caitlyn at least, knew to be unmistakably Iaralie.

    From the darkness emerged a one, the two, figures. The first, tall and slender with a bleached bone mask, took one look at Caitlyn and Goh, and that was all it took for the pair to clasp their hands together in fear. The second, smaller, more timid, stared blankly at them, as if she, or so Goh and Caitlyn took her to be, felt nothing, thought nothing.

    The duo couldn't decide which was more frightening to be confronted by. Blessedly, neither Caitlyn nor Goh would have to think on it for very long.

    "Well, I've got to say. This is actually unexpected," said the figure in the mask with a voice smooth Ba silk.

    "Excuse me?" asked Goh, trying to keep up the facade despite the sinking feeling in his stomach.

    "Oh, let's quit with the costumes," said the figure, and, with the wave of their hand, Goh and Caitlyn looked like themselves again. "Much better. Now, I don't know either of you, which means you probably aren't anything special in typical circumstances. Well, except for her," he pointed at Caitlyn. "So, how about you tell me what you're doing here and which of them was actually ballsy enough to dress you up that way?"

    Before either could speak, the whole building shook hard enough that Goh and Caitlyn fell to their knees. Now floating above them, the masked figure cackled and said, "Ah, what timing. Let's bring our intruders to us, hmm?"

    


    Emma and Lyceum had given Caitlyn and Goh a five minute head start before heading out themselves. Being kind enough to spare her apprentice the nausea that came with shadow travel, Lyceum blinked away to check on Salvador and his crew's status. This left Emma alone with her anxiety as she approached Illustrium & Sons. To pull herself from the thought spiral that threatened to pull her down into the paralyzing waters of panic attacks and dissociation, Emma ran theorems. She constructed the most complex necromantic concepts and wove them in with simple but effective spells to make delicate, fragile puzzles. Emma knew that anything she came up with was unlikely to be found in her adversary's arsenal. But training her brain to work through different permutations, all requiring different skill sets, had to be helpful. Or, that was the hope, at least.

    By the time Illustrium & Sons came into clear view for Emma, Lyceum was back at her side. All of Salvador's men were ready for their signal, and all of them were confident that whatever awaited them past those doors, they would be more than its match. Emma was less sure, and, by the way, Lyceum spoke of them, she was pretty sure that her master had failed to impress on them the danger of the situation. Then again, Emma hadn't precisely been forward with Goh and Caitlyn as they left that morning. Hell, she hadn't even been able to admit to herself that she was more likely to die than succeed in this.

    No time to think about that now, Emma told herself.

    Illustrium & Sons stood tall, it's back to the sea. It was an ugly shade of green, the kind that made it harder to notice. It blended into the architecture around it, pieces of the background in a painting where the eye was supposed to find a different subject worthy of attention. At this point, Caitlyn and Goh were somewhere inside the building, hopefully still alive. There was no one stationed at the front door as there had been at the Faith Exchange. Emma hoped that that would make things easier, that there had been some oversight.

    Breaking off from the path that led them to the front door, Emma and Lyceum took to back alleys. The alleys were predictably slick with stagnant water, overflow and leakage from trash bins, and littered with occasional refuse and rotting food. Both scowled as they squeezed through the alleyways, ducking fire escapes or weaving between pipes and poles of various uses. Anytime they brushed up against one, they shuddered and privately bemoaned the smudges to their clothes or, worse, that cold, hair-raising touch from some scum-covered wall fixture.

    Clothes thoroughly besmirched by grime and grit and slime, Emma and Lyceum came to the back of Illustrium & Sons. Emma felt the bile at the back of her throat as she touched the cool brick wall and closed her eyes. Lyceum placed her own icy hand atop her apprentices, and the both of them set to work, fingering all the stitching that comprised the defenses of Illustrium & Sons. As with Emma's previous experience, they were expertly interwoven. The complex and straightforward stitched together by frustrating alarms and stop-gaps to keep people like Emma and Lyceum from doing precisely this. It was only too bad that their opponent had shown his hand to them already.

    Emma smiled. Being in the shit always did have the effect of boosting her ego by considerable degrees. What did it matter that barring a deity from their body was a theoretical practice insofar as anyone was aware? She was here now and, when faced with the extraordinary, one had little choice but to become exceptional. So, Emma took the lead, cutting and unraveling what she could as her master deftly followed suit. What might have been slow work for Emma alone became as easy as taking a breath.

    Emma thought, poor dear, putting in all this work, only to have it torn to pieces. And, this is what happens when a brilliant mind is unfortunate enough to come up against a genius one.

    And for a handful of minutes, Emma enjoyed the heady high those thoughts afforded her. She basked in the light of her own excellence, self-satisfied and so sure of the outcome. She even let herself daydream as she worked, proud of that constructed future Emma, apprentice pirate, and soon-to-be lich. Liberator of God and handpicked by Lyceum herself.

    For just a bit, Emma's heart was glad and her spirits high, and then, amid her daydreaming, came a nightmare. And when that nightmare came, with but gentle touch to each, it transported them away and brought them to a place of shadow and fire and endings.

    Suddenly, next to Goh and Caitlyn were Emma and Lyceum, the latter of whom looked physically disheveled but otherwise cold and collected. Emma was an altogether different story. As soon as the younger necromancer's feet touched the ground, the sound of vomiting was heard and everyone, save Lyceum, looked embarrassed. Thankfully, the nightmare that had grabbed them was courteous enough to wait for Emma to compose herself. After wiping the remnants of her sick from her mouth, spitting and cursing, shadow travel and vile, lazy, and pointless.

    "Oh, how wonderful to see you both here!" remarked the masked figure, clapping their hands together.

    "I see that you saw through our ruse as quick as one might expect, Oren Loches. Truly, all the tales attesting to your greatness have done little to inflate your ego," said Lyceum, a wry smile on her lips.

    Oren shrugged, "What can I say? There is very little I'm not great at, including staying level-headed."

    "It's only too bad you weren't level-headed enough not to give me a peek at what you're capable of, shit-heel," snarled Emma.

    "I could not have said it more elegantly myself, Emma. It really is bad form to give your foes a peek at your hand at any point during play," added Lyceum, tying it all together with a cooly added, "fuck-nuts."

    "Well. I would not have expected such outward hostility from people I've got at my mercy. Still, the courage you all display is admirable. I'll be sure to tell others all about your demeanor during your last stand," said Oren.

    He then raised his hand, and the lights blinked out one after the other, and Oren's apprentice yelped as bruises formed on her and her nose dripped blood. The sight of her, shaking from the pain, was the last any of them saw before they were surrounded by sinister, hungry darkness. Around them, howling and growling could be heard and beneath them skittering and scuttling. Periodically, eyes popped out, red, blazing like fire, full of malice, or pure white, dispassionate and cruel or sickly yellow, hungry and nothing else. Caitlyn and Goh stood closer together, gripping one another's hands more tightly than before, but otherwise stood their ground. Lyceum merely yawned.

    "Whatever you hear, don't move from where you are," said Emma, "and shield your eyes."

    Emma placed a hand on her chest and shut out all the terrible sounds which grew in volume around them. The beat on her heart and the warmth of her breast were her focal points. The screams around her, of lost children and those trapped in an affair with dark dreams every time they closed their eyes, hammered at her concentration. For all the training offered at university, that human instinct to help, to reach out in the darkness and wrap arms around the shivering body of a pained stranger still tugged at Emma.

    Next to her, she knew Caitlyn and Goh struggled. How long had they spent having it hammered into them to help the desperate? It was fundamental, Emma knew, to their beliefs. Here in the darkness, surrounded by the hungry, violent, cruel grumblings of many-formed beasts, amalgams of base and terrible fear. Were they even there still, or had they run off as she tried to keep her thoughts—and failed— on her heart and her spell?

    Emma felt an almost uncontrollable desire to peek and see if her friends were still there. It would only take a second, a fraction of a second, to check. She could come right back to her spell.

    No! Emma ground her teeth together, feeling the cramps in her jaw as she did and living in the discomfort it provided. She had wasted enough time on doubts as it stood. So, letting go of the worrying over her comrades' actions, Emma let herself feel warmed by the rhythms of her heartbeat.

    When Emma opened her eyes, they were clear and shone alabaster in the darkness around them. She raised her hand over her heart and released a pulse of light from it, and when she did, cracks formed in the darkness. The cries and howls around them turned disjointed, some skipping, others clipped, and still, others sliding into the sounds of other moans or growls. What might start out as the sound of a child sobbing became the hungry growl of some unknown monster in the dark. Another pulse of light followed, and the darkness further broke, sharp slivers of light pouring in. The cries and growls now were further distorted to become unrecognizable, the fuzzy and warbling sound of an old record. The songs nearly eroded so that all that was left was the impression of a memory.

    A third and final pulse dispelled the shadows and the sounds completely and returned them all to the room they had been in. The wall scones burned bright with magical fire, and Oren and his underling were left looking small and exposed. When he saw that his adversaries had broken his spell, he removed his bone-white mask to reveal a face of similar complexion, though with scares lining it. When Caitlyn saw it, her first thought was that all the books she had ever read were a lie; this villain was not tragically handsome but plain, uninteresting, boring.

    Oren smiled, bemused, and gave robust applause, one that his compatriot joined in on when he shot her a look.

    "Well done. Though, to be fair, I'd have been mightily disappointed if that had been enough to stop all of you. Really, you two,"Oren pointed at Caitlyn and Goh, "have impressed me quite a bit. Enough to make you an offer."

    "I'm sure we don't want to hear it," said Caitlyn.

    "Yeah. You can fuck off with that, actually," said Goh.

    Oren rolled his eyes, "Okay. Enough of the lip for you then."

    Oren twirled his finger in a question mark shape, and when Goh and Caitlyn went to open their mouths, nothing happened.

    "So, where was I?"

    "That simply is not acceptable," said Lyceum as she drew a straight line with her finger.

    Goh and Caitlyn then made, in unison, an ahh sound loud enough that everyone jumped. When they caught themselves and clamped their mouths shut, both grew red and itchy with embarrassment.

    Oren rolled his eyes at the display, "Oh, we are not doing this." Oren drew a few quick symbols and, like that, Lyceum and, for good measure, Emma was bound in perfect posture. All four were now incapable of speech, which brought a smile to Oren's face, the feeling of pleasure he took at his foes' bondage positively succulent. He allowed himself a few moments to savor their silence, despite the ugly, contorted faces they made as they tried to scream. For a moment, Oren considered erasing their mouths, and the mental image of them, desperately trying to call but with no mouth, nearly made him laugh.

    But Oren wasn't so cruel as that.

    "Okay. So, here's what I have for you two," Oren said, gesturing to Caitlyn and Goh, "and I really want you to consider it. I am going to become God. And I mean that with the largest G there is. We'll start off here. Eat Iaralie and get strong enough to do it to a few others.

    I've got big plans. And I could use some devout followers, those really, truly willing to die for me. What do you say?" said Oren.

    Able to speak again, Goh and Caitlyn said, in near unison, "fuck you."

    Oren smirked, "Look, I get it. It must seem positively blasphemous. You've devoted your lives to Iaralie. But, you won't be throwing away your belief. I'll be Iaralie. I can even wave away all those pesky memories of the before times. Once I've had my dinner, of course."

    "Iaralie literally appointed me their Saint a few days ago," said Caitlyn, "even manifested a shiny new pin on their jacket for me. It would be more than a little shitty to switch sides in the last hours."

    "What do you plan to do?" asked Goh, "Why do all of this?"

    "A sensible question. This city is so full of suffering. Awful suffering. You've seen it, haven't you? I can tell!" Oren glided over to where

    Goh stood and looked into his eyes, "It is in your eyes. A few stray glimpses of the dark. But, every time you wake up, coming out of the nightmare before you see any of the really horrible stuff. You came out of the spoiled dream, but so many more are there, trapped in the dark. They can't just wake up; there is no recourse to it."

    "So, what, you want to wake them up?" asked Goh.

    "I admit that my metaphor falls apart here, but what I want is for everyone to have their lovely dream. Reality is cruel and indifferent to all our struggles. I want everyone in this city and throughout the world to live in their dream. I want everyone to get everything they want. Not so bad a deal, is it?" said Oren, "You can ask Emma about it. She's had a taste."

    Oren snapped his fingers, and Emma could speak again, though her body was held rigid.

    "Emma, what is he talking about?" asked Goh.

    "When I was asleep, he tried trapping me in a dream. One where I got everything I ever wanted. Nice job, beautiful lover, brilliant students, the whole ordeal. Of course, he also trapped me in a nightmare where I lost all sense of self and was nearly drowned by a monster of his creation. So, you know, something to consider if you are thinking of switching sides, Goh," said Emma.

    "Is that true? All of it?" asked Caitlyn.

    "Yes, but, to be fair, she tried to leave her dream. We can't have that. And we won't, once I've got the power of all the Gods," said Oren.

    "Oh, and I am so, so sure that you will adore all the attention you get from those dreamers, won't you?" sneered Emma.

    "Please. This isn't about me," said Oren.

    "Of course it is about you. Anyone that wants to change the world without centering people at the heart of that change makes it all about them," said Emma.

    "Okay, well, that's enough from you then," said Oren, once again dismissing Emma's ability to speak. "Now, what do you two think? Your friend gave testimony. I can even lump you into a shared dream, one where your love will burn eternal."

    "I gave up a portion of my life to find Iaralie's spirit. I'm not throwing that away so you can have a cult of personality," said Caitlyn.

    "I agree that things aren't the way they ought to be. But Emma is right. Caitlyn and I will work to center the needs of the people of Perido and find a solution," said Goh.

    Oren's smirk twitched, and he asked, "And how do you plan to do that?"

    "Frankly, I don't know. It will be a daunting task, and I'll have a lot to learn. But, I know people who do know, who have put more thought into it than I have, and who have lived and suffered. I can use my position to put them and their ideas forward," said Goh.

    "You know, right after we kick your ass and restore Iaralie to power," added Caitlyn.

    "Only too bad I'll have killed you before that," Oren said, raising his hand and creating writing darkness within it. What that a dark globe in his handheld was sure to be awful, as Caitlyn and Goh saw creatures of nightmare unique to their own imaginations. However, before Oren could cast his spell, two things happened.

    The first was a general ruckus that came from outside the room. Or, ruckus was the first word that came to Oren's mind, anyway. He heard the sounds of looting, smashing, bashing, laughing, and general pirate adjacent noises. This in itself might have amounted to nothing more than a minor distraction, a few seconds of stray thought devoted to something that would soon be beneath him. Or, it would have been if Oren hadn't given Emma so many chances to work through his various curses.

    When Oren returned his focus to Caitlyn and Goh, they were gone. This shocked him so wholly that it gave Lyceum herself a chance to appear in front of him, a gust of winter wind the Harold of her arrival, and deck Oren square in the jaw. It wasn't the hardest Oren had been hit; that had been years ago by the only person he had ever considered a rival. But, it was a clean, solid, clear-out the cobwebs sort of blow, and it was enhanced by a sudden pressure on his chest that prevented him from breathing in.

    When Oren looked down, a chain was wrapped around him, one that looked familiar, aside from a few minor alterations. Where the seams on his chain had been clean and almost undetectable, this had texture and asymmetry indicative of intention. Oren reached out to pluck at it, and when he did, he felt a jolt to his nervous system.

    "Now, I believe that I told you not to let your enemies get a look at what you're capable of, didn't I? I got myself out of the binds you had me wrapped up in that nightmare, and I was drowning there! This here was nothing. So, I will reiterate. You are brilliant, but I'm just built different," said Emma, her self-satisfied smirk ranking high among the most irritating things Oren had seen in his life.

    "Indeed," said Lyceum, "you have underestimated both of our genii. A pity, as I was hoping this final chapter would be a bit more spectacular!"

    "Ah, see, I was really hoping you'd say that," said Oren, "because you two have been so focused on me that you've forgotten about my apprentices. A shame because she is quite ruthless. Oh, Els! Do you think you could bring back their friends? Preferably as a pair of fresh corpses?"

    As Lyceum and Emma turned their attention to her, Els stepped back into the shadows and was gone. Her face was blank, but her eyes screamed in pain and fear, and, in that brief moment that Emma looked into them, her heart broke.

    Emma tightened the chain around Oren until he cried out. It didn't erase what she saw in Els's eyes, but it took the edge off.

    "That girl is your focus. Disgusting," mumbled Emma.

    "I think I'll follow behind since you've got this under control, Emma dear," said Lyceum.

    The moment the words left her mouth, Lyceum doubled over and began to howl in pain. Emma turned to her master, dropping focus, letting go of the chain, and fell to Lyceum's side. The lich's back arched as she screamed, her arms jutted out as she lifted her lower half into the air, only to collapse again. Emma turned back to Oren, who had freed himself and put his mask back on. He hovered in the air about them and looked down at Emma and Lyceum with a single, gleeful eye.

    "You're right, Emma. You are a genius. But, what good is that against a God?" said Oren. He tore the robe from his body, showing interlocking geometrics tattooed over his entire body. To Emma, it looked like nonsense, but judging by the way Oren rearranged the room, restructuring it so that he floated above a great chasm. But, the way she and Lyceum stood on a single spit of land told her everything she needed to know.

    Below them, Emma heard the sound of rushing water and, when she looked up, she saw a sky devoid of stars or smog or anything to differentiate it from the abyss below them.

    And then Emma was looking down.

    And then she was falling, Lyceum beside her, screaming.

    Emma closed her eyes. The confidence she had had earlier was the last embarrassment she would ever feel. Oren was right. What good was being clever against someone with the power of a God.

    Caitlyn and Goh were, suddenly, in a room they had never been in. It was white and sterile, and there was a single object in the center atop a crystal pedestal. It was a sleek, metallic cube, reflective on all sides that, upon investigation, seemed to do nothing aside from showing their faces.

    "How did we get here?" asked Goh.

    "I think it was Lyceum," answered Caitlyn.

    "Cool. Uh, do you know where we are?"

    Caitlyn laughed nervously and said, "No. But I imagine we're still in the building."

    “That makes sense. Do you want to know what doesn't make sense?" said Goh.

    "What's that?"

    "No door," said Goh as he gestured to the room at large. Sure enough, there wasn't a door anywhere. They were encased in a square enclosure of pure white, the floor and ceiling matching the walls, giving the pair the impression that they were in some state of purgatory.

    The only blemishes within the room were themselves, the pedestal, and the cube, a fact that only made the both of them uneasy.

    Then another blemish popped up, poking up through the ground, disturbing the antiseptic white around it with writhing, inky darkness. In front of Goh and Caitlyn stood Els, bleeding, and skin blotchy with yellow-purple bruises.

    "You don't have to do this," said Goh, the quiver in his voice shameful but impossible to repress.

    "He's right," said Caitlyn, her voice firm, at least to Goh's ears, even though she felt like she was holding it together with glue, tape, and hope.

    "It's a lame thing to say, really. Cliche as can be. But that doesn't mean you have to do whatever that asshole wants you to do."

    Els looked at them both, confused, "Can't you see me?" Goh and Caitlyn were taken aback and said nothing.

    "Well, can't you?" repeated Els, annoyed.

    "We can, yes," said Goh.

    "And how do I look? Be honest. If you lie, you die," said Els.

    "Uh. Like you're in pain," said Goh.

    "Like you need help," said Caitlyn.

    Els looked over at Caitlyn, who attempted to look away, but found that neither her head nor eyes would obey her. Caitlyn locked eyes with Els and saw the tears that threatened to spill over, saw the hint of desperation there, the ever dimming desire to resist. With a blink, it all vanished beneath a layer of concrete, and Caitlyn was free.

    "I don't have a choice," said Els.

    Goh opened his mouth to protest before snapping it shut. He recalled one of his coworkers from the manor, a girl of sixteen named Sadie Lewek, who had been working with the kitchen crew for four years. Goh had been aghast when he was told, especially at how she held herself and how everyone treated her in the kitchen. None were so stupid or gross as to forget that Sadie was still a child, but neither did they stop her from drinking or smoking. What reading or maths she could do was the result of her time in the kitchen. When Goh had confronted her, telling her about the programs the Church offered and the possibility of a better life, she rolled her eyes and scoffed at him.

    "That's all well and good, guy, but I make money here. Why would I walk away from that? So I can pick up a book to read in the off-time I barely got? Or so I can solve math problems for fun or tell you what kind of flowers they got around the ground here?”

    "I'm sorry. I, well, I can't imagine this is the life you'd choose for yourself?" said Goh.

    "Choice never had anything to do with me being where I'm at, and it still doesn't. I have to make enough to eat and have a place to sleep, and I don't see that changing any time soon," said Sadie as she lit a cigarette and took a few quick puffs.

    Thinking back to that, and the way Sadie had been offended at Goh's insistence that she change or do more simply because he told her too, stopped him dead in his tracks. Sadie probably had imagined better for herself at one time or another. She probably had an ideal life that made her heart flutter and chest ache with longing. But insinuating that it was as easy as deciding to live that life ignored everything that put her in the place she was now, and everything that kept her there. Els was the same, so many people were the same, and there just weren't enough resources being used to help them.

    "I'm sorry that your choice was taken away from you," said Goh, "so, let me give you one, even if it is small and meaningless. Do you want us to help you?"

    When Els looked over at Goh, tears were streaming down her cheeks, and she croaked out a small "yes."

     

    
     

    THE FALLING WAS TAKING a long time. Or, maybe Emma felt that way because now that death was imminent, her mind had no choice but to process everything faster than ever before. Her thoughts came to her broken, repeating phrases turning into a chorus. He's a God; remember the fire, strange markings, death is forming, death is forming, remember the fire. Emma growled, but the air rushing past ripped the sound from her before she could hear it, and so she let loose a string of curses to be carried away.

    Emma knew she would be dead soon, as would Lyceum. It was the second time in the span of a few days she had had to reckon with her own mortality, and, frankly, it was getting old. But what could she do?

    Remember fire.

    But what did that mean? The sensation of warmth, or the feeling of burning. The way that smoke clung to hair and clothes and skin for days, or maybe the way smoke replaced the air in your lungs and made your voice raspy.

    Remember being fire, something told Emma. And she did. Emma could remember being fire, the feeling of power, of touching every corner of the city. She could remember the delicate balance between giving life and safety and warmth and bringing death. Emma remembered it and closed her eyes and the Great Furnace, still raging. An iron cage kept it in check, a lock on the door to keep it from escaping and accidentally burning everything to the ground. Emma didn't remember that from before.

    Emma stared into the fire, Iaralie's gift to mortals, fed by the divine and mundane, and she knew what she had to do. Emma walked over to the door, slid the lock, and opened it, and, as soon as she did, the fire spilled out, surrounding her, threatening to burn her, just as last time.

    "Please," Emma pleaded, "I need you to be a part of me. Let me burn slowly, or the one that built you will be gone, and those that maintain you will forget about you. Use me as fuel, but let me direct your power to change that outcome."

    It was a desperate call, trying to talk to a fire, even one as unique as this. Emma felt ridiculous the moment she opened her mouth but, then again, anything was worth a try if a fight for survival. The fact that she could cringe at herself rather than scream as her inner self was burned to ash proved she had been correct to reach out to it.

    Emma opened her eyes. Her skin was cherry-red, and her master was still falling next to her, face contorted in pain and terror—two things to rectify right off the bat, then.

    With the snap of her fingers, Emma halted their descent and, with a stray thought, returned herself and Lyceum to the room they had been in. Oren, upon seeing them, stared, agog and amused. Emma ignored his stares and set to work on breaking the curse that had befallen her master and then placing her under a deep sleep. Lyceum would try and stop from what came next, and Emma couldn't have that.

    Emma Elric turned to face Oren Loches, who smiled at her. He opened his mouth to speak, but Emma had her hand over his face before he could. The stink of burning flesh filled both their nostrils, though Oren only got a sample as Emma felt cruel. She pinched his nostrils and welded them shut, the same she had done with his mouth. The pain was plain on Oren's face, and boy, did it look like it hurt.

    Welding his orifices shut like this wouldn't be a permanent solution. Still, the pain and temporary peace it granted Emma was well worth the exercise in cruelty.

    Now, on to the third thing that needed fixing. Skin, the color of hot metal, was not something Emma wanted. She closed her eyes and focused on her natural, beautiful tan and felt her external heat diminish some. The next, Emma thought, was the color of the flame. Emma could see it when she closed her eyes, burning inside her. Sustaining itself on the inconsequential, for now, and it glowed the way anyone might imagine a fire. But Emma was a necromancer, and there was a certain degree of aesthetic to uphold. So she imagined the fire as black and intense—a flame wicked and smelling of old corpses, fetid and bloated, being burned away. And the fire obeyed her, turning the color of coal and exuding a foul odor.

    All this done, Emma was left with the last item on her list. She opened her eyes and saw Oren, whose mouth opened, flesh stretching as his lips came back into being. He looked angry. Good, Emma thought, he can die angry.

    "I'm going to rip out that power you're trying to steal and burn away the seals that keep Iaralie away from their body," said Emma, calm.

    "I would love to see you try," snarled Oren.

    With a smile, Emma looked at the markings on Oren's body and imagined them aflame. She imagined a fire hungry and tenacious that would burn away not only the flesh and ink but the magic too. It would devour all of it before being extinguished. And, as the thought came to be, so did the fire, which burned across Oren's body, impossible to stop, his screams a beautiful symphony to Emma's ears.

    "I don't think I'll need to try very hard, Oren Loches. What power you've got is all you're getting. You had better savor it now because I'll take even this from you," said Emma, using his magic to project her voice and make it a whisper in her foes ears.

    Once the fire burned out and Oren stood, leering, seething with anger, Emma waved her hand in front of her. She could feel the textures of the scene around her, rough, grooved, and craggy, and yet as easy to gather as bedsheets in ecstasy. Emma knew she didn't have time to savor the sensation, but she couldn't help herself. She was pulling reality away, balling it up and tossing it into a corner and the uncanny sense of it, coupled with the realization that this was a once-in-a-lifetime deal, made Emma's heart swell.

    And when Emma was done, she and Oren faced each other in a world of technicolor, where everything was conceptual, ready to be born. Emma had brought them into a world of pure potential, the irony of which was not lost on her. Both would lose the futures they envisioned for themselves, or so Emma hoped now.

    Oren summoned all his power, shrouding himself in a cloak that looked like the night sky, infinite stars winking, and drew a sword that shone with the cold light of the moon. He charged Emma, who, having no such finery, created geometric patterns, the basic shape of magic, and called upon the different components of their world. Those of gravity, light, heat, and shadow all ready to break her foe.

    Caitlyn had used the fact that she was an appointed saint of Iaralie, the first in many years, to make her case. Goh pointed out that she was not educated in the arcane's many flavors, like their friends, but that didn't matter. This, while true, irritated Caitlyn to no end. Magic was all well and good, but it was a shortcut, which wasn't what Els needed in this situation. Caitlyn couldn't pretend to know what Els was experiencing, nor what it was like to go through what she had, but Caitlyn did understand what it was like to be suppressed and silenced.

    Els had never had a voice in the story. She had been assigned a background character's role, a pitiable fate so often imposed upon people like her or Caitlyn or Goh because of their skin or orientation or identity. On the other hand, Oren, or Marianne, or Elon preferred to put people in boxes and had the power to do so. If you thought to poke your head through, then they would cram you back in, or else find another box to stick you in. Caitlyn wanted to give her space to find a voice, and she wanted to amplify it so loud that, even if only for a moment, it was at the forefront of everything.

    Caitlyn and Els sat across from each other, and Goh paced, anxious, around them. All the confidence Caitlyn possessed when she convinced the other two to allow her to try this was gone now. At first, Caitlyn thought to have the both of them close their eyes and envision their ideal selves, but as soon as the thought crossed her mind, Caitlyn felt her cheeks flush.

    "Well, what are we doing? This floor is cold and uncomfortable," said Els.

    "Right. Sorry, er, just trying to get in the mood," said Caitlyn.

    Els nodded, "Not to pressure you or anything, but since your friends haven't retrieved you, the fighting is probably still going. Which, honestly, is incredible because I imagine Oren is using Iaralie's power at this stage."

    Goh and Caitlyn both looked at Els, horrified. Els gave a simple shrug and continued, "either he is really enjoying playing with them and reality, or your friends are both frightening. Which, well, Lyceum does have a long track record."

    "So, what, you're saying they are either being killed, brought back, and killed again, or they are going toe-to-toe with a God?" surmised Goh.

    "An apt summary," said Els, "and, for what it's worth, I hope that they are still putting up a good fight. Though we'd likely never know."

    "Why do you say that?" asked Caitlyn.

    Els looked at her blankly, "Oren's plan. All of us in a dream. Maybe this is one of our dreams."

    "Ah," said Goh, "I don't like that."

    "I mean, this isn't so bad," said Els.

    "Okay. Alright. This isn't helpful," interjected Caitlyn. "Els, I'm going to place my hands on your shoulders. Is that alright?"

    Els nodded her consent, and Caitlyn did as she had indicated. Caitlyn thought about Iaralie and how Saint Myrle gave her so much. The houses of Saint Myrle had given her a place off the streets. Those houses granted Caitlyn the safety to figure out who she was and the freedom to step into the life of that person. Even if that was all based on a lie, it had been a beautiful lie. And learning about Iaralie, having a belief in something so much bigger than herself to make sense of the world gave her the strength to carry on. Religion had forced the world to make sense, to fit into place, despite all evidence to the contrary.

    Els hadn't had those luxuries. No. That wasn't exactly right. Oren had given her a lie, but it wasn't the sort that led her into some dream. Instead, it captured and reduced her and forbade her from experiencing anything aside from what he curated for her.

    "Els. What I am doing here is giving you strength through Iaralie. It would help you be resolute in your decision, but it has to be yours, okay?" lied Caitlyn, locking eyes with her. Els nodded and seemed suddenly like a child seeking the correct answer, hoping to chance upon it and avoid punishment. It broke Caitlyn's heart, but she didn't have time to nurse it or Els and so continued on, "you want to break free of Oren and have for a while, right?" "Yes," said Els.

    "Why haven't you? I'm not asking to be crass. I want to know what's keeping you from leaving," asked Caitlyn.

    "I don't know," said Els, haltingly, "I can't. I couldn't. What would I do?"

    "What would you want to do? If you could do anything."

    "I don't know. How could I know?"

    Caitlyn closed her eyes. The temptation to push her toward the answer to that question was a nearly unbearable itch at her back. She felt the words at the tip of her tongue and imagined them prying her lips open to get out, so she ground her teeth to keep her fool mouth shut.

    When she felt it safe to do so, Caitlyn opened her eyes and watched as Els' bottom lip quivered and her mouth hung open. Yes, Yes, Caitlyn thought, say it, let it out, and she did, with all the violence of drunken vomiting.

    "I'd like to know what I would do. I'd like to know who I am and what I want," Els whispered.

    What happened next was fragmented between the trio. Caitlyn got to see as Els's eyes turned white and darkness writhed in her open mouth. Goh heard the gagging sound and watched as some sludge began to make its way out of her. Els felt as the bile came out of her and shuddered at the sensation of its passing. Parts of her felt lighter as it went, while the sections of her that the sludge amassed on its exit felt heavier and filthy. It made Els want to puke, but then she supposed that that was already what she was doing. Throwing up in slow motion.

    What happened after that Caitlyn was blind to as a haze of smoke obscured her vision. She would later recall that moment and that she had not been afraid so much as exhausted by the event's strangeness and danger. As it turns out, being overexposed to life-altering events with a high potential for death or injury resulted in dissociation. Els, who was also in said smoke, was too busy with the sensory overload of the situation to do anything aside from scream in her brain, obliterating thought.

    Goh, who would have freaked out over the smoke engulfing his partner and Els, was distracted by the way the space around them folded into itself, wrinkling and rippling. On occasion, holes like cigarette burns would open before Goh's eyes, and he would get a momentary glimpse of something that language was inadequate to approach. There were sensations and verbs, slimy, probing, maddening, vile, beautiful, burning, that impressed on his psyche. More than once, what Goh saw sent his mind tumbling down, and his eyes would go screwy as everything around him became unrecognizable. But then the holes would snap shut, and there would be a click or pop. And Goh would forget what he'd seen, the vague impressions of a nightmare lingering, evidenced by the tears on his cheeks and his pounding heart.

    And then there was the sound of gears turning, of machines, moving and wheels grinding as they came to life for the first time in years. A sound that was, frighteningly, right in front of Goh and which revealed itself to be the box on the crystal pedestal. Goh stared dully at the box, waiting for whatever horror would come out of it. Instead, he saw only a sparling, rainbow-colored light that gobbled up space around it. Goh now saw murky, strange images, swirling and warped visages of something he could not name where the familiar had been. All Goh knew was that he wanted to get closer, to feel and have the tactile sensation of the unimaginable all to himself.

    Goh took a step toward it, empty-headed longing propelling him, but, before he could take another, a hand came to rest on his shoulder.

    Goh saw Els, her face deadly serious and her eyes trained upon the light in front of them when he looked back.

    "I wouldn't get too close," said Els.

    "What is it?" asked Goh.

    "Fallout from the battle. Little holes burning through reality, eating it up."

    "Oh. Fuck," said Goh.

    With each swing of Oren's sword, the fabric of the world split, and nightmares came pouring out from the wound, writhing in the world, newborn, before being burned away by Emma's fire. Where each had been, a hole formed that opened into a new reality before snapping shut again, each one more slowly than the last. So far, Oren had yet to land a direct hit on Emma, though, since bringing their fight here, she had been unable to land any decisive hits herself. A few times, Emma had run him through with a lance of lightning she gathered in her hand or touched him with her fingertips, spreading disease through him. Oren's limbs had dripped off like melted wax in front of her and his face warped to an unrecognizable mess, but each time she thought she had him, he had pointed with two fingers to where he stood unharmed.

    Currently, Emma had amassed an army of flesh golems from nothing that she puppeteered from a distance. They did not fight with any particular grace. Still, their pudgy, gummy bodies were a challenge for Oren to cut through, and so the golems were able to pile atop him. As the flesh toppled Oren, Emma twisted her fingers, sending fire and setting the golems ablaze. She then severed her connection and ordered more of her creations to follow suit. The heat from the blaze warmed Emma's face, even as she hung back a few feet.

    When the last of the golems had piled onto the bonfire, Emma doubled over, trying to catch her breath. She was sweating now, and if she didn't focus, the fire that burned inside her would spill over and engulf her. It was growing restless and hungry; the scrapes that Emma fed the fire, the parts of herself she was not ashamed to lose, did not sate the sacred fire. Emma could only pray that her golems had immolated Oren beyond his ability to reconstitute.

    The longer the fight went on, the more apparent it became that Emma was out of her depth even with the Furnace's aid. Her power trumped Oren's, but he had prepared for much longer than she for this merger, and there had been no trade-off. Like with his own magic, the bastard had found a way to bypass years of red-tape so that he was never affected by his actions. The fucker.

    Emma fed her anger to the fire, and it ate it with haste and raged in her breast. She had a nearly inexhaustible supply of the stuff, same with her anxiety over the next several minutes. But, the fire liked the anger more, growing hotter and harder to contain, so much so that Emma would have no choice but to let off steam. The minute Oren stood back up, Emma promised herself, she would scald him and smile at the screams.

    And then, as the thought crossed her mind, she felt pain explode in her stomach. When she looked down, Emma saw the tip of Oren's sword sticking through her. Sweat dripped from Emma's nose onto the red-coated end, and her eyes bulged.

    "Dream's over, Emma," said Oren.

    Emma looked up and saw a group of four, all Oren, all holding smaller blades. Emma's breath caught in her throat, and her vision blurred, the beat of her heart thundering in her ears.

    Then the first Oren stuck her with his blade, and she screamed. The second followed suit, and Emma repeated her expression of agony. It happened again and again and again after that, stabbing and screaming without end in sight. Even when Emma's voice broke and gave out, cutting off her ability to cry, the torture continued on and on until time became a myth.

    Then, with the suddenness of being pulled out of the water, Emma gulped down air, shivering and soaked through with sweat. In front of her, Oren stood, mocking her with his smile and composure. Emma was at her knees, shaking and unsure of her ability to stand, so she fed the fire that doubt and let it give her the strength to stand. There were no wounds on her that she could discern, at least physically, but the heaviness in her limbs told Emma that what she had been through had had an effect.

    "Look at you, standing back up. This really has been a fun fight, Emma Elric. But, we both know that I'll be the victor here. Look at you, sweating and shaking. I can see what you've got inside you, and I can tell that it is taking everything you've got to keep it in check—ahh," screeched Oren as Emma made good on her promise to herself. It felt good to scald him, and not only because it shut him up. Venting some heat and using the sweat that coated her body as the moisture relieved a lot of her pressure.

    "You talk way too much. Goddamn," said Emma between pants.

    Oren glared at her, face lobster red and blistering, an eye turned cloudy and useless. It was an ugly sight to see, and Oren's ghastly visage made his anger all the more monsters, but Emma couldn't help but chuckle. If she did die here, at least she could take solace in the fact that her name would always be a sore subject for him. She felt sorry for other people named Emma in an abstract way. Oren was, unquestionably, petty enough to get revenge on anyone unfortunate enough to share those four letters with her.

    "I. Hate. You" seethed Oren.

    Emma shrugged, "I'm sorry to hear that. I'm just trying to do my dang job."

    Oren snarled, "Aren't we all? To hell with talking. I will finish this now and turn this realm into a hell, personalized for you."

    With that, Oren swept his sword, vertically, across the air and a rift open from which oozed shadow and slime and writhing nightmares. When Emma saw it, her stomach went funny, like she was suddenly falling, and thought abandoned her. It was instinct, plain and simple, that led Emma to project fire at the rift, doing what she could to close and cauterize the awful wound Oren had opened.

    But Oren would not let Emma get off so quickly and sent a wave of his own illusory powers toward her. It hit Emma dead on, and the wails of the dying filled her ears, and blood flowed from under her fingernails, her skin rotting in some places and blooming into vibrant mushrooms in others. It was a necromancer's blitz, every sort of horrible side-effect that might occur when working magic, every common kind of focus being overused at once. It was every dark mage's nightmare, and only by experience was Emma conscious of what was happening.

    So, drawing away from the energy that she was using to close the rift, Emma clashed with Oren's power, her fire pushing against the force of his nightmares. Oren cut a slash, vertically, against the cut he had previously made with his free hand. It grew larger. Oren pressed harder against Emma, forcing her to divert more energy to protect herself. Emma strained under his assault and watched as the tears leading to Oren's realm of nightmare grew larger by slow degree.

    Elsewhere, Els was using her power to contain the hole that had emerged from the box. It wasn't going well. The edges of that light, which looked like burned paper, were spreading slowly, and there wasn't much that she could do about it. Reality was collapsing all around them, and Els wasn't so full of herself to believe she could do much about it.

    But, she also didn't plan on waiting around until everything became nothing. Els found it curious that she would fight so readily. It was funny, honestly. She had gotten rid of one set of chains, only to see that an entirely different sort still held her. Els was powerless, unable to do anything, and the irony was she felt grateful for her ability to rattle her chains at all

    Blood had begun to leak from Els's mouth as she tried to compress the rift and heal it, only to see it spread more. Goh and Caitlyn were in the far corner of the room, holding tight to each other. So far, Els had noted one thing she knew about herself; she was brave, and that fact forced a bloody, prideful smile onto her face

    Emma wept openly, and not bloody tears, but the real thing. She had shed a lot of tears throughout this investigation, out of frustration, with herself for the most part. This time, Emma cried because she knew of no other way to win than to let the fire consume her from the inside out.

    Emma closed her eyes and imagined herself as kindling, tacit permission for the fire to roam free and take her. So long as she got enough power and time to win and fix everything. In her head, a stray thought, a memory, actually, of Lyceum giving Emma promotion to lich. She remembered all the pride she had felt at that moment. Recalled how it had filled her like a balloon, near to bursting. Emma remembered that and looked at the situation she was in from a distance.

    How funny, Emma mused, to get everything you ever wanted, only to have it go up in flames before your eyes.And, baring the irony in mind and squirreling away the pain and fear she felt, Emma, let herself go up in flames. She felt a surge of power and heat as the fire she'd borrowed from the Furnace consumed every part of her. Emma watched as the hole closed up, nothing to mark where it had been

    Then she turned her attention to Oren, who had been engulfed by fire

    He screamed, but already Emma was feeling the effect of her bargain, so she could not savor it.

    Emma walked toward him and noted the horror on Oren's face. He thought to take a step back, to get away, but that would not do. She did not have the time to chase after him, so she turned the ground to sludge. When Oren tried to turn and step away, the sludge clung to him, holding him back, pulling him down into the muck and mire.

    Emma thought, one of her last, that he looked like a scared child. She felt that she ought to feel something, maybe pity or regret or guilt, but the fire had eaten all that now.

    When Emma reached Oren, her body was a wildfire, ready to burn both of them to ash. She heard the beginnings of a scream as she placed her hands upon him. And then Emma took everything from him, vampire and thief of thieves, and took everything else with it.

    Oren had tried to have her taken by nightmares, surrounded by her most private fears, all made tangible.

    Emma was not as cruel as that, even with the fire inside her burning away everything. All that she did was gobble up everything that could be called Oren until at her feet lie an empty husk.

    Lyceum had woken up to a painfully stiff jaw, aching upper back. A potent mix of fear and confusion. Reality was falling apart around her, which was concerning, to be sure, though, in fairness, not her problem in a matter of hours. Living a long time gave one a particular perspective about that final annihilation. An understanding that death would bring peace, if not closure, to the winding, chaotic mess that constitutes life. All the flash and bang of being was great, the constant process of becoming or discovering laudable, but sometimes you wanted to rest.

    Lyceum had wanted quiet for a while now. Here at the potential and probable end of all things, she realized that it was time for her to retire. She had imagined that there would be a successor, someone to inherit her knowledge, her position and keep the torch burning.

    Another thing about a protracted lifespan, you learn well that what one imagines and what comes to pass hardly ever line up.

    Suffice it to say that, having lived such a long and varied life, Lyceum didn't find herself surprised all that often. Given enough time and distance, everything can be broken down into a pattern, a chain of cause and effect, each segment involving a million unseen forces and micro-decisions. In Lyceum's view, people were reducible to numbers, to probability, and, this being the case, one needed to ignore that fact at all times if they wanted to continue thinking of themselves as generally decent and kind.

    When Emma sauntered in out of nothing, the smell of ozone the only marker of her sudden appearance, Lyceum's interest peaked. Emma favored Lyceum with a spare glance, lingering only long enough for Lyceum to see the power that blazed in her eyes, wild and unchecked. The lich felt the pain in her body vanish, one minute it was there, and the next, it was like she had never known pain in her entire life.

    Then, Emma stepped into the considerable darkness, leaving Lyceum alone. The elder lich called out to her student, stunned and fearful. A knot of anxiety had pulled taut in Lyceum's stomach, and her mind raced with the possibilities of what comes next. None were good, and all meant something terrible was to befall her student

    And then there was light, blinding, in which two shadows stood obscured. Lyceum could not look directly at it, but it appeared as though one shade was handing something off to another. Lyceum called out again, but her voice was obliterated by a high-pitched whine and, though she struggled against it, Lyceum soon lost consciousness. The world around her began to heal.

    God had returned to power.

    The strangest thing, Els decided, was that when everything went back to normal, there wasn't even a sense of whiplash. It had not been like a rubber band snapping back, a violent but quick repositioning. The suddenness with which everything had changed back to normal made Els sick to her stomach, and she wasn't the only one. She was, however, the only one to keep from straight-up vomiting.

    Once Goh and Caitlyn had finished defiling the antiseptic room, Els said, "Well, looks like one of them won. And, I don't think it was Oren."

    "Why do you say that?" asked Goh.

    "Oh, well, I wasn't going to get a dream for one thing," said Els.

    "What a dick," muttered Goh, "but how can we be sure that this isn't my dream? Or Caitlyn's?"

    Els rolled her eyes, "Come on. Do you think it would be? You both spurned Oren's offers. There would have been, at least, a couple of year's worth of mind-warping nightmares before he let either of you have your dreams."

    Goh made a face and said, "Yikes," through his teeth.

    "We should get back to the rest of them," said Caitlyn, "can you take us, Els?"

    With a snap of her fingers, Els generated a door of shadows, writhing there in the middle of the room, and said, with a bloody smile, "step right through, and we'll be right next to them."

    There were no words. No, that was wrong. There were plenty of words, but none of them were sufficient to describe how Lyceum felt seeing her apprentice there, dying. Her pulse was weak, and though her cheeks burned, Lyceum knew it had to do with what Emma had done. Beautiful, brave, genius, stupid Emma! It had appeared in her mind, a visage of Emma, wreathed in fire and brimming with power

    She had taken something inside her, and whatever it was had given her the strength to go toe-to-toe with Oren. And now...

    Lyceum felt the stab of cold that succeeded shadow travel at her back, but Lyceum didn't bother to look. It was probably Oren's apprentice, the girl he had been using as a focus, come with the bloody bodies of Goh and Caitlyn. The idea plunged Lyceum right past despair and into a state of white-hot rage.

    Lyceum turned, her fury crystalizing into a spike of ice, dropping the temperature in the room. She would freeze them and run them through with ice and darkness and flay them. She would ice over this whole bloody city, and people would remember Perido not as a place of iron and innovation but as a memorial to her rage and grief.

    And then there were three of them. The girl, yes, standing tall, and beside her, Goh and Caitlyn, both looking toward her. The look on their faces telling Lyceum that they had understood, the moment they saw her crouched over Emma, the moment she turned on them and saw the pain and rage in her eyes, they knew.

    And Caitlyn wailed. She sobbed openly and without shame because, of course, she would. The little firecracker, all-flash, and bang, even when she was falling apart. Goh, whose legs had apparently become insufficient for carrying him, fell to the ground.

    Els stood, looking at the ground. The girl had the good sense to not say anything or make much noise, which was all well and good for Lyceum. She wasn't feeling curious or kind.

    "Is she gone?" asked Goh from his place on the floor.

    "Not yet," said Lyceum, monotone, "She's on the way out."

    "Then keep her here," said Goh, voice cracking.

    It broke Lyceum's heart, the poor boy, "I can't."

    "Then what," seethed Goh, "is the point of you."

    "Um," said Els, into the silence that followed Goh's indictment, "I think there is something you can do, actually."

    Lyceum glared at her while Caitlyn said, "What do you mean?”

    "She, uhm, took in some kind of power. Something divine, or close to it. Had to of. I dunno how she did it, but I guess she wasn't kidding when she said she was a genius. I mean, hell, that word seems lackluster given what she's done."

    "Get to the point," Lyceum snapped. Praise of her near-dead apprentice only hollowed her out more.

    "Right. Sorry," said Els, feeling thoroughly chastised, "Oren was concerned about being burned alive. We aren't meant to hold that much power, not for long. He came up with a theory as to how to modulate it, keep it from overwhelming him. He had markings all over him, something more than sigils."

    "What were they?" asked Caitlyn, voice quaking

    "Phylacteries. He'd cracked them open and bound the souls of a lich to him. He did it with so, so many. Those markings were them, interwoven onto his flesh."

    "He used their souls as decoys," said Lyceum, stunned, numbly horrified at the thought, impressed.

    "Exactly. Oren would have to replenish eventually. He thought that he could use those to keep his mortal body safe from the aftermath until he took in enough power to change the rules and become a real God."

    "How does any of that help Emma?" asked Goh, his tone the flash of a knife in a dark alley.

    Els looked to Lyceum, who understood the options given to her. Emma could die here and now, the last of her incinerated by some divine force. Or she could do one last clever thing to save Emma, block her access to the other side by cutting in front of her, as it were.

    Lyceum looked at Emma there on the ground and knew it was no choice at all. Lyceum gathered Emma into her lap and placed a hand upon her head. She was surprised to see tears pooling atop Emma's forehead, but then this was her book closing, and the end of a story was always a moment of sorrow.

    Time to go back on the shelf, Lyceum thought as she reached into Emma's mind and, as she did, opened her own chest with a free hand. Lyceum imagined the room filled with swirling hues of scarlet and shadow and that the wind that whipped up around them sang a song full of melancholy.

    Lyceum imagined this and hoped, prayed even, that her last act could be so dramatic as that. Something to laugh about many years from now, something to feel diminished grief over.

    Emma came gasping out of a dream in which Lyceum had hugged her and whispered something that she couldn't quite remember but which had made her cry. She had just been standing there in the dream while a fire gobbled up everything around them. Her master seemed some mixture of sad and happy, and then everything got really cold. Now Emma was here, on the hard floor of some building, surrounded by two screaming and crying friends and one person she didn't know who looked very serious.

    And then it all came back. Emma tried to stand, but her legs seemed to have made the decision to be useless at the moment, and she fell back to the ground with a thud.

    "Stay put," said Goh, who had rushed to her side, "you've been through a lot; you could hurt yourself if you push yourself."

    "Where's Lyceum?" asked Emma

    Goh avoided her gaze. Caitlyn did the same when Emma turned her attention toward her.

    "Gone. Lyceum gave her phylactery to you and burned up to bring you back to us," said Els.

    "I don't understand," Emma said, angry, confused.

    "You did something to beat Oren. Took a power into you that you couldn't handle. Lyceum gave you enough strength to survive. She forced her way in to become the focus, and, well, it took her."

    Tears streamed down Emma's cheek. Through gritted teeth, she said, "But I'm the one who made a deal with that Furnace. Not her! It was supposed to take me; that was the deal!"

    "Lyceum didn't like that deal, so she got it changed to one she thought was better. One that she liked better," said Els.

    At that, Emma had nothing to say and so sat on the cold floor, silently weeping and grieving the loss of her mentor, trying hard to recall the last words she had said to her in what she thought was a dream. When she failed, Emma cried more, sniffling and hiccuping, embarrassed to be so distraught and unable to help herself. She felt Goh and Caitlyn wrap their arms around her, heard them cry, felt the great shudders of sorrow pass through their bodies. Emma gave way to her distress then and sobbed, thinking of nothing, letting herself be pulled down, down, into the depths of loss

    Two weeks passed, and Emma had been busy for most of it. That suited her, really; it kept her from thinking about Lyceum too much, at the very least. Emma wasn't ready for that, wasn't sure that she ever would be prepared to confront what someone she respected so much, someone who meant so much to her had done for her.

    Els had left Perido in the first week. It was a silent and uneventful departure; the last thing she said to anyone was that she needed to figure out who she was. Emma supposed that staying in one place for too long wasn't conducive to that goal and wished her foe's former slave luck.

    Goh and Caitlyn had been exceptionally busy in all this. Purging and replacing the upper echelon of both Chapel and Church had been a large undertaking. Emma's report on the matter had proved crucial when it came to the judicial process, which was no surprise, really.

    Since then, Goh and Caitlyn had gone on to unite the Church and Chapel into the Syndicate of Iaralie, the both of them heading it up.

    As it turned out, the pair's involvement had curried a lot of good favor within the ranks of both sides. The ending of official distancing measures and ongoing changes to the hierarchical structures was going over well. In the early stages, anyway. And, despite Goh's insistence on bringing in so-called radicals to discuss how the Syndicate can do more for the people of Perido, their influence was not much diminished. No one expected it to last more than a year. The political powers in Perido would surely distance themselves from the Syndicate as soon as it didn't give them easy clout. But Goh and Caitlyn planned to take advantage of every second of that time and get as much done as they could. Putting the voices of those with actual knowledge and experience at the forefront, they felt, was the best thing they could do to kick off this rebirth.

    To be fair, as proud as Emma was of them, what really made her heart swell was catching them holding hands or leaving pecks on one another's cheeks. She hoped that the path they had set down would be made more accessible by having each other to rely on.

    A few days after Emma's victory, a word that still tasted like ash on her tongue, she had sent her report to the firm. The response was prompt and about as incendiary as she had expected. A founder had died saving her, and here she was telling them that, before any of that, Lyceum had promoted her to lichood. The firm sent out a specialist to perform an investigation, one Elsie Thorn, a woman who specialized in séance. It took a few days for her to get there, and when Elsie met Emma, she was about as kind as a cornered cobra.

    "Yes, well, we will see the validity of your report for ourselves shortly. I'm sure there won't be any discrepancies. After all, using the death of someone as important as Lyceum for promotion would be more than a little problematic. I'm sure you can imagine the kind of trouble you would find yourself in if we discover anything inconvenient for you," Elsie had said.

    Emma had shrugged. For Elsie's sake, she hoped that the attitude would be reserved for her.

    Less than an hour later proved that Elsie had, in fact, gone off and suffered for it. Elsie had been pale before she had gone in; the nature of perfecting the skill of a séance required one to spend a lot of time in dark rooms with only half-melted candles for lighting. But, when Elsie came out of the room where Lyceum had died, she looked like fresh snow.

    Emma, forever petty, said upon seeing her, "Any issues with my report, Ms. Thorn?"

    Elsie nodded and said, "None at all. We will see you in a year for your ceremony. Please, try not to die before that time. Your late master would be most disappointed."

    "Thank you, Ms. Thorn. I appreciate your coming out here," said Emma.

    "I'm sure you have. Goodbye, Ms. Elric," said Elsie, and then, half-turning, added, "ahh. Yes. Could you tell Mr. Si-Woo and Ms. Alderberry that their cut of Oren's bounty should arrive shortly. Minus the bill incurred, of course."

    "I'll pass that right along, Ms. Thorn," said Emma.

    Elsie nodded and was gone in a puff of shadow.

    Salvador and his crew had been kind enough to give Emma time to recover and collect herself. At the same time, they stashed all the treasures they'd grabbed from Illustrium & Sons. Thanks to Emma's recommendation, and the subsequent backing of her firm, Emma kept the authorities of Perido from looking too closely at the involvement of the pirates. They were, officially, under the employ of Abelworth, Cain, and Lyceum, and there to help and stop a terrible, violent threat to Perido and the world at large.

    That time was nearing its end now. Emma had started to spend her time at the docks, finding places more or less quiet to stare out and think about what her future held. It was all so vast and loud, full of fury, pitching to and fro, and the sky overhead was steely grey, drab and dreary and sorrowful. But it was also beautiful, sometimes so still. On days when the sun broke through the clouds and smog that hung over Perido, there would be a flash of hazy blue. Emma would feel like there was, despite everything, so much wonder ahead of her; she only had to weather the grey stormy days to see it again.
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