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CHAPTER ONE

Welcome Home!




Darkos reached a hand down to help Geela up a particularly steep incline, the final one of their journey. The actual final one. Not any of the “I think this one must be the last one”s that he’d fed his increasingly exhausted companion every time she stumbled or tripped uphill. This time, he meant it.

With their destination, the Dark Fortress, now fully in view, he opened his mouth to congratulate Geela on actually making it.

“This one must be the last one,” Geela said as she crested the peak, wiping a bead of sweat from her neck. She caught Darkos’s still open mouth and giggled, a cheeky grin on her face.

He grinned back. “Yeah. This one must be it.” The good mood was infectious. They were so close to their goal after so many months of traveling, and neither was about to suppress their excitement. The two were reaching the end of a year-long quest for revenge—for Geela—and a two-year-long pilgrimage for salvation—for Darkos.

Geela’s bright green eyes widened in awe as she took in the castle. “It’s every bit as terrible as I’d heard,” she said, voice wavering just a tad. Then she looked to Darkos. “Thank you. Really, thank you. I never would’ve made it this far if you hadn’t—” She broke off, eyes growing teary, and Darkos wrapped an arm around her frail shoulders. “I’m sorry, I’m being so silly. I just still can’t believe that I, a simple farm girl, could possibly have made it here.” Her voice trembled with emotion. “I owe you so much.”

“Don’t think twice on it. We helped each other, and I couldn’t have done this without your support either.” Truth be told, he was struggling to keep a few tears from showing himself. They still had a long and terrible battle ahead of them, but they’d gotten this far on a task that no one else had even gotten close on. If he didn’t have to be strong for Geela, his emotion would be showing through too.

It wasn’t every day that Darkos got to reach the end of a two-year journey to defeat a wicked overlord. In fact, this had happened only five times before. Well, approximately five. It was a toss-up as to whether or not Sir Direbane counted, but that had been Darkos’s first pilgrimage, and he’d only been eighteen. He could be excused for letting the dastardly noble’s soul escape. Each of the subsequent four pilgrimages had ended with the defeat of some evildoer, every one of them more supremely terrible than the last.

Still, it had been a jump to go from a half-giant that wouldn’t let people cross a bridge to the most damned person on the planet.

Malevolence incarnate, some called her. Void witch. Dread overlord. She who wipes out kingdoms with a single breath. The scourge of the land for over half a century, responsible for more destruction and devastation than anyone else in recorded history. 

Evil sorceress, Ja’Eel Scilatia. 

It had been bold—borderline stupid—for Darkos to take on the task where so many had failed. But, for the good of the world, he’d wanted to. And for the redemption of his soul, he knew he had to. He would not fail his God again.

No, it was time for Ja’Eel to meet her match.

“I hope she’s there when we open the door,” Geela said, her voice faltering as they approached the front gate. “Get this over with. I know it would be safer if we snuck in, but my nerves…”

Again, Darkos put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I won’t make you do anything you’re not comfortable with. This is a joint mission, so you get a say too.” In all honesty, his companion may have been fiercely loyal, but even at his most generous, Darkos was forced to admit that attempting to sneak in with Geela would be like announcing their arrival with a marching band practicing exclusively on pots and pans. This was assuming Geela didn’t trip and break herself stepping over the threshold. He was terribly fond of her, but she was, in fact, that klutzy.

“Do your priest senses detect her?” This had been an oft-repeated question of Geela’s, starting when they first met and following them all the way to the castle. Of course, given what Ja’Eel had done to the poor girl’s uncle, he understood her caution.

“They don’t,” he said. But this time it was starting to bug him. He’d always been able to pick up on the subtleties of magic, and he hadn’t really expected to sense Ja’Eel much during their journey through her lands, but now it didn’t quite add up. He should’ve felt her by now.

“She’s planning something wicked, I just know it.” Geela clasped her fingers together, eyes shimmering with anxious tears. “Is the door trapped? I heard a rumor it might be.”

Darkos gripped the handle to the door, and sure enough, heat surged through it, stinging his palms. With a jerk, he pulled his hands away, and studied the door intently. It wasn’t otherwise locked. He could do this. They hadn’t traversed so far only to be turned away by a burning doorknob, and Darkos could always heal his hands after.

So he wrapped them in cloth and wrenched the doors open with a mighty groan. The doors groaned in response as he pulled them, but once they were halfway open, they completed the arc themselves. Darkos pulled his stinging hands off the handles and healed them in quick order. Wouldn’t do to have his hands burning when it came time to face down Ja’Eel.

“I’ll go first,” he said, his voice a whisper. With one hand on the hilt of his sword and the other carefully in front of Geela, he peered into the entry hall.

“I trust you,” she whispered back, and gave his hand a squeeze. The two had made an odd pair, her fluttery appetite for adventure and his righteous fervor. Truth be told, a companion hadn’t been part of the plan. He’d stumbled across the clumsy woman—sobbing into a pint of ale—at an inn near the mouth of the cavern that marked the entrance to Ja’Eel’s territory. When Darkos had asked what troubled her, she’d wrung her hands as she tripped over herself to explain the tragic loss of her family at Ja’Eel’s hands and her desperation to enact revenge. Her heart had never truly seemed to be in killing Ja’Eel, but her conviction to make it there had never wavered, so Darkos had assured her; he’d do the killing.

He stepped into the entryway of the massive castle, not calling up a light orb just yet. Something seemed… off. Where he expected terrifying, towering traps or other such malevolent oddities, he found, instead, a dusty hallway. The place looked as deserted up close as it had from a distance. Either the building truly was empty, or the Dark Sorceress was playing a game with them.

He put a hand on the hilt of his sword and held out an arm to guard his companion. Geela’s near-lethal clumsiness marked her as a target to the most mundane of obstacles: ogres, hydras. Steep ladders. She wouldn’t stand a chance against a sneak attack, and Ja’Eel could be anywhere.

“I think we’re in the clear,” Darkos said, eyes combing for any of the familiar signs of Ja’Eel’s magic. “No traps, no monsters. We just need to find her now.”

"Aren’t you a dear. Sweet, if entirely clueless. Oh but it is good to be home again."

Darkos froze. The voice came, not from in front of him, or perhaps overhead, as he’d expected. No. No, the voice came from behind him.

Before he could even turn, Geela—petite, golden-haired, doe-eyed farmer's daughter Geela—strode past him, her eyes closed, inhaling deeply. She spun in the hallway, head back, arms stretched wide, a gesture that would look more in place in the middle of a sun-soaked meadow than in a decrepit, cobwebby castle.

After a few twirls and a long sigh, her eyes snapped open, and the look of bliss vanished from her face at the surrounding mess. “Ugh. I’m sorry you have to see it like this.” Darkos’s eyes followed her disdainful hand wave as she gestured at the dingy interior. “It’s normally such a lovely place.” She planted her hands on her hips, staring at the water stained carpet. “I never would have ordinarily let my home get this bad. There’s a reason for all this filth—a whole history even more tragic than the sham I made up for you. Tea, by the way? I know I promised you a cup when we finally got home.”

Darkos stared intently at Geela, parsing her sentences very, very slowly. He blinked at her, squinting hard. It was like every time he closed his eyes, he saw the sweet, distressed woman who had daringly joined him. Then his eyelids flipped open, and there Geela stood, nose wrinkled, eyes hard, surveying the room with cold disdain.

“I don't understand,” Darkos said.

“Oh. Well, yes, I suppose you pictured our little victory tea party happening in a thatched hut or whatever sunny little hovel you thought I lived in.” She waved a hand and murmured an incantation, one Darkos was pretty sure he heard a few curses dropped in. All around her, dust floated off the suits of armor and tabletops. The candles burst into flames, filling the hall with a not-unpleasant glow, as various furniture rearranged itself.

“That’s not the part I don't understand,” he said, trying not to be distracted by a floating armchair.

“Oh, you did think I lived in a castle? That’s more perceptive than I would have given you credit for. I am, however, offended that you’d pegged me for living in such a rundown one. Oh, drat.” She dropped her hands, staring at tiny, scattered pebbles on the ground. “We have mice. Guess the cats didn't stick around. Come on!” she shouted into the empty room. “It's been two years, you couldn't stick it out?”

“No, Geela, I don't understand!”

“What! The cats left, the mice are playing, and now I need to buy more cats to get rid of—”

“No, you died.” Darkos couldn't believe it. “You died, and I brought you back. Like at least three times. Four if you count the mushrooms, which I still do.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “You always told me how lucky you were to have a priest traveling with you.” Geela's various grisly fates flash through Darkos’s mind like a storybook from hell. How had this been part of some master plan?

“Well, I was lucky.” She turned back to him, something resembling sincerity on her face. “A healer wasn’t really part of the plan, let alone a priest. You just fell out of the sky and landed next to me while I was crying about Barney.” The sincere look vanished as her eyes turned dark.

“Was Barney… no, that wasn’t your uncle, was it?” He’d never quite remembered the name of Geela’s departed family, and given her venomous glare, he’d gotten it wrong again.

“No. No, Barney is my damned ex-husband. A real piece of work, him. He’s the one who locked me out in the first place.” She whirled on her heel and stormed down the hall, waving a hand as the place continued to reconstruct itself. “We were the perfect couple. Always communicated well. Split the chores fifty-fifty. I was in charge of evil schemes, taking over countries, cursing royal children, and stealing precious artifacts. He was the house spouse. Took care of the castle and everything.”

As she spoke, her heel came down hard on a very out-of-place tea cup, and its mournful shatter punctuated her last statement.

Darkos succeeded in suppressing any kind of laughter at this. Mostly. He still got a nasty look from Geela.

“Well, he was fine at it for most of the relationship. And it wasn’t just housekeeping. He was the one who came up with all the guardians, traps, and the like. He was happy with the split. He always said he was happy. He didn’t mind staying at home.” She snapped twice, and the large double doors at the end of the entry opened, leading to a truly disgusting dining hall. A nauseating odor wafted out. “Damn him to hell. Never fall in love, Darkos. Never do it. Love’s good for one thing only: breaking your heart, stealing your stuff, changing your locks, and leaving you broken.”

Darkos opened his mouth to—probably foolishly—correct Geela’s counting, but a wave of stench washed over him, saving him from the potential anger he’d have incurred for his comment. Instead, he covered his mouth with a cloth and followed Geela into the dining chamber. He wanted to say something in response to her furious monologue, but he was still trying to reconcile this new revelation with everything he’d ever thought he’d known about her. She just didn't look the part, all frail hands and bouncy gold locks. It was hard to picture her doing anything malevolent.

“I resurrected you,” he settled on. “How could this have been your master plan if you died so many times? The sea monster that guarded the lake we had to cross—”

“See, Barney knew I hated krakens. I didn't even know he put one in the lake. That was my bad; I should have assumed something was fishy, beyond just the piranhas.”

“But the hydra—”

“That one hurt the most. Emotionally, not physically. Kraken takes that inglorious cake. But Silvy... I raised her from a hatchling.” Geela closed her eyes, allowing herself a moment to mourn the twenty-three headed fiend. “All the monsters guarding the castle were controlled by a codeword that we were both supposed to know. I hadn’t thought to check in the last year we lived together because I trusted him. What a prick.” The smell in the hall had lessened as the rotting food across the tables disintegrated into a fine powder. “Looks like he invited all his buddies over to trash the place before skipping town.”

“That cursed potion, though—”

“I thought that, at the very least, would be safe. I kept the antidote, so I figured even if I grabbed the wrong one it'd be fine, but as soon as my hair caught fire…”

Darkos had spent endless nights praying to Alerion to maintain the power necessary for all the resurrections he'd cast. He had potentially strained his relationship with his deity, all to walk an evil sorceress home.

The more he thought about it, the more mixed up he felt. How had he even been able to resurrect Geela? How could Alerion, the God of peace and healing, have allowed such a monster to keep returning to the Mortal Realm?

“Oh, nice. Look at this. In my own hall.” Geela held up what could only be a skimpy undergarment, the kind succubi and harpies often wore. “Feathers too. Ugh. It was the cheating that really started this whole,” she waved her hand, still clutching the brassiere, at the much cleaner room, “debacle. I found out in the worst way you can find out.” Geela brought her hands together in something that might have resembled a sinister clasp had it not been the garment still twined around her fingers. A look of disgust broke her steely glare, and she dropped the offending article.

“How?” Darkos asked, curious despite himself. “Did you find out, I mean.”

“Oh goodness, Darkos, you’re really going to make me say it?” Her cheeks flushed. “I walked in on them. It was truly terrible. Of course, I toasted that smug minx into coal dust right away. Barney tried to excuse himself for exactly twelve seconds before giving up. I still remember him, mouth agape, fumbling for words, eyes darting from me to the ashes of his mistress that still coated the bed.” There was an ugly look in her green eyes, and suddenly Darkos could very much picture her doing something malevolent. “Then all the lies seeped right out of the woodwork. I just never would have expected it. Cheating. When he knew how much my first relationship had broken me. Did I tell you about that one? That dreadful boy, Tarren Carlisle?”

“No! No, you didn’t tell me that.” Darkos crossed his arms, feeling betrayed. “I think you conveniently left out a lot.” He knew his lip was jutting in something of a pout, but he couldn’t help it.

Geela looked at him, her sugar-sweet eyes softening. “Oh, I’ve hurt your feelings. I didn't mean to take advantage, I really didn't. But I needed an escort.”

“I thought you were helping me defeat the evil sorceress.”

“Well, I mean, yes, I did tell you that. If lying upsets you, you'd blush if you heard what I did to the King of the Southern Polar Region.” She sighed, fixing the hall with a glum stare. “This is going to take hours to fix up. And I promised you tea. Still interested?”

Interested in tea, no. Interested in learning more about Geela and how she’d managed to trick both him and Alerion, yes. Absolutely yes.

The next thing he knew, he was slowly sinking into a squishy sofa, gripping a mug of lavender tea. Across from him, draped across a far fancier chaise, Geela bemoaned Barney’s betrayal. She’d plowed her way through three mugs by now as the whole story—at least, the part pertaining to Geela’s breakup—came tumbling out.

“Never marry a coworker,” she said, as she drowned her sorrows in her fourth mug. “In fact, just don't marry. Not worth the headache.”

The two sat in silence as Geela finished the last sip of her tea and let out a long sigh.

“So what do you think?” she asked, looking up from her mug, face more composed. “Rest for a few days, pick up the place, and then get going?”

“Get… going?" He blinked. “You’re kicking me out?” It did make sense. He was a holy priest, and she was an evil sorceress. Technically, he was lucky to still be alive.

“Well, I need revenge. For real, this time. And you know how clumsy I am when adventuring. It's really not my thing, but the bastard needs to be taken down a few pegs.” She stood up and brushed a streak of dust off her baby blue gown, before fixing Darkos with an emerald stare. “What do you say? Up for another adventure?”

The fact that they were even having this conversation was beyond surreal. Darkos had come here to kill her. She knew that but seemed wholly unconcerned. And on one hand, as one of the most feared evildoers in recent history, she probably didn’t have to be concerned. On the other hand, Darkos had seen her in action. He wasn’t terribly impressed.

Which brought him back to Alerion. This pilgrimage had been his sixth, an unheard-of number in his church. Somehow, despite bestowing a cause upon every other priest, Alerion had withheld the blessing that would have given true purpose to Darkos’s wandering.

Could this have been the reason? Could there be some deeper meaning behind him befriending this wretched woman? Darkos thought over the adventures they’d had together, the late nights drinking ale by their firepit, and the subsequent hungover battles when they were jumped in their sleep. He couldn’t help but feel, deep down inside, that there was something very human in Geela.

Maybe he could do more than just defeat her. Maybe he could sway her back to the light. Maybe the first step towards redemption came in the form of teaching her forgiveness. Compassion. Kindness.

A startled squeak snapped Darkos out of his thoughts, and he looked up in time to see Geela shoot a small zap of lightning at a mouse, which flew across the kitchen in a dramatic arc.

…or maybe not.

But one thing was absolutely sure. If he left her now, Darkos would never know why Alerion had saved Geela, why the God had given him the power to resurrect her over and over. Darkos would return to his village once again, would attend the yearly Sending Off once again, and would, once again, fail to be given a true purpose.

Compared to that, what was going along with this? By helping Geela start her quest for vengeance, maybe he could help sway her off the path of evil. Some good may come of this yet.

He sighed, mind made up. “When do you want to leave?”











CHAPTER TWO

The Journey




“We met when I was twenty-eight. Did I mention that?” Geela sat atop Shaun the mule as the two made their way over the mountains north of Geela's castle. She had a distant look in her eye, something either yearning or murderous. Perhaps a bit of both.

Darkos didn't like it. “Twenty-eight, huh?”

“Yes. I was the quickest-rising adjunct professor at the Celestial Academy. Spent my evenings moonlighting as a cult leader after accumulating a couple dozen students who were either struggling in class or had a penchant for dark arts.” Her eyes shifted definitively to yearning at this little journey down memory lane.

“And that's where you met Barney?” Darkos stepped over a couple tricky rocks and turned back to help the mule up the incline.

“Oh God, no.” Her expression snapped to murderous. “Can you imagine a ‘Barney’ practicing the occult? No, he was a janitor with little magic power. But I appreciated that, you know? I saw something special in him.”

“Someone to do your chores?”

“We fell in love, Darkos.” Her lips drew down in disdain, even as her eyes stayed a bit wistful. “I'm not sure if you'd understand that at your age—”

“I'm thirty, you know.”

She blinked and then peered at him as if seeing him for the first time. “Oh. Oh, dear. I've gotten terrible at pegging ages since I stopped, well, aging.”

Darkos glanced back at her, over her smooth skin and shining apple cheeks. He hadn't asked, because that was rude, but he'd just assumed she was mid-twenties. Now he was almost scared to inquire—

“Seventy-eight, by the way.” She glanced over her shoulder, a sly grin plastered on her face.

“You're reading my mind!” He clapped his hands over his ears. “Look, I'm helping you out, but you don't get to—”

“No, no, no, I could just tell from your face. Trust me, you've earned my respect.” Her smile was sweet as honey but as dangerous as a beehive, and Darkos didn't trust it for a moment. “Besides. I can’t read minds at the drop of a hat like that.” Ah, there it was—the real truth.

Darkos narrowed his eyes but didn’t press. “All right. So, seventy-eight.”

They reached a tricky slope now, and Darkos helped Geela off the mule so it could maneuver more deftly. Geela took a few steps down the hill, wobbling worryingly, and Darkos offered her his arm, which she clung to.

“I hope you aren't too terribly upset that I hid a few key details about our last little trip,” she said. Her words were a bit quick as her eyes darted across the loose rock. A wrong step, and a cascade of stones tumbled down the mountain path. “I can’t imagine you’d hold onto a grudge like that, but I keep thinking it over in my head. It’s just, ‘help me back to my lair that my ex locked me out of’ doesn't have the same ring. Some men don't like women who were already in relationships, and I didn't want you getting the wrong impression of me.”

“Pretty sure you would have lost me at ‘lair’,” he said, wincing at her clutch. Her nails were digging into his arm now, even as her face stayed reasonably calm.

“Don't be silly. I know—” Her words were truncated by a sharp shriek as another wrong step took her down with it. Her hand was wrenched from his grasp, and he could only watch her tumble and bounce down the path a good thirty feet, before landing with a thud and a snap against a large rock.

“Bad way to start, Geela!” he yelled, before bounding after her. Without her body leaning against his, he made better progress and was by her side in under a minute.

“All right, Alerion, don’t let me down now.” Offering a quick personal prayer that the God would still respond, he laid his hands on Geela’s neck. “Bless my hands that they might bring back the health you so graciously bestow upon us, the mindless beasts of the realm. Bring back the spirit that has tragically departed this wretched mortal before their time. Bestow upon them life anew, so that they may spread your word on their tongue and in their actions.” Some joke that line was.

Geela stirred under his hands, and even though he knew he probably wasn't doing the realm any favors reviving her, his heart evened out in relief. She blinked those green eyes of hers slowly, the daze clearing from them. Her lips curved into a smile.

“What would I do without you?”

“Die,” he said, helping her to her feet. “And definitely not get your revenge.”

“Mhm, in that order?”

“How are you so clumsy?” he asked, ignoring her question. “Aren't you supposed to be omnipotent or something?”

She rolled her eyes, rotating an ankle that clicked a few times before gingerly putting weight on it. “No. I'm an enchantress and an illusionist. A Mistress of Lightning. I can cause a plague or devastate crops. I'm not a mountain climber. When would I have even needed to learn that?” She huffed, gathering her skirts about her. “I usually have minions who do this kind of thing. They bring my totems into birthdays or weddings so I can use them to teleport in.”

“So why not use that now?"

She fixed him with a perfect eyebrow, arched high over her eyes. “Because that wouldn't leave a very good message, would it? 'Hey Barney, I hate you enough to send some peon over and drop me in your living room.' Besides, the teleportation is temporary. What if we get into a big heart to heart and he begs me to take him back, and then the spell runs out, and I'm suddenly back in the castle!” Her eyes had begun to well with self-righteous tears.

“Sounds like it'd have done you some good. You're not gonna take him back, are you?” Darkos shouldn't care, but after the man had hurt her this much...

“No.” She inhaled sharply and brushed the tears away. “No, I'm not. Maybe that's the other reason I need you. You'll keep me honest.”

“Honest is the last thing I'm capable of keeping you.” Darkos clenched his hands in angry fists, trying to keep the bitter note out of his comment. “Where is he, anyway?”

They'd just crested another peak, the highest in the range, and Geela pointed toward a town in the distance. In daylight, he probably would have missed the muddy huts, but as the sun set, bathing the plains ahead of them in dimming gold, the little lights of the village twinkled on. They shone bright against the stark grassland that surrounded them.

“Barney's got a friend.” Geela’s voice curdled around the word. “Angelia Fantasimus. Miserable name. Simpery. Really paints an image of a harlot who can’t mind her own business.”

“Is she the one—” He stopped when he saw how Geela tensed further. "Sorry. I shouldn't have asked."

“No, no, you're well within your rights to. I'm not sure if he ever slept with her.” Geela snorted as the two started walking down the slope. “She's not the specific chit I caught him with, but now I know that I was a fool. Away for weeks at a time, starting wars, and he probably had a different wench in my bed every night.”

“I don't know how he could possibly. I mean, you're all—” he gestured at her to punctuate his sentence. “Maybe it was a personality thing?"

“Wow, Darkos, really?”

“Well, you're evil and all. That's gotta turn some people off is all I meant.” Darkos kept his voice casual as he backtracked. Wouldn’t do to piss her off too early in the journey. They wouldn't reach the village until tomorrow, so they’d need to camp someplace in the foothills. Sharing a tent with an insulted Geela normally would’ve been unpleasant at worst, but now it was downright dangerous.

“I know, but he said he didn't care. He said he was okay with it as long as I didn't curse him. He was funny and 'sincere.’” Geela rolled her eyes again, a flash of pain streaking through them. “So I thought. But he made me laugh, and that's hard to do.”

Darkos doubted this. He could barely remember a conversation between the two that suffered from a lack of laughter.

“Not too intellectually motivated, but I was okay with that. I honestly found it refreshing after the blowhards at the academy.” She wrinkled her nose. “Booksmart isn't the end-all-be-all.”

"Mmm, but maybe a bit more common sense would’ve benefited him.” For all the evils Geela piled on this man, Darkos did almost feel a bit bad. “I mean, he did cheat on the most powerful woman in the world.”

Her pout turned into a smile. “You're too sweet.” She tossed her head, a tinkling laugh falling from her lips. “He did, didn't he? The most powerful woman in the world? I like that.”

They traveled on until they found a small clearing. The fireflies had come out, enough to make the air shimmer. Darkos’s stomach tensed, waiting for Geela to smite them or do something otherwise terrible to the idyllic scene, but after a second or two of appraising the area, she thrust her bag at him.

“Set up camp, won’t you? And put the kettle on.” Her eyes shifted, still thoughtful but a bit more dangerous than pensive. “We're going to need something strong to keep us up.”

Darkos wasn't surprised to find the large kettle, small porcelain teapot, or the matching mugs in her small bag. He didn't think he'd ever be surprised again. The water boiled less than a minute after putting the pot over the fire, and again, all he could do was nod along. Life had simply been too much of a ride for something like unexpected magic to baffle him.

After a moment of prep work, he took the two lilac-colored mugs into their tent, each smelling of honey and herbs.

Geela lay on her stomach, chin propped on her hands as she pored over a few maps. She waved him over.

"Sit, sit!”

He sat down cross-legged next to her, passing her a cup. She inhaled, eyes closed, a long, drawn-out 'mmmm.’ Then her eyes flashed open.

“All right. I've got some ideas.”








CHAPTER THREE

Baleshire on the Plains




The morning dawned with great reluctance over the hapless village. A sullen drizzle squat overhead, punctuated by the occasional torrential downpour.

Not a ten minutes stroll from town, the birds sang cheery melodies and the sun shone over the warm plains. The stark difference in weather was neither natural nor a coincidence. Geela refused to tromp soddenly through rain and cold for hours as they crossed the plains. She’d explained to Darkos several times why she couldn’t just summon a waterproof shield over their heads as they walked. Then he’d offered to summon one of his own, and she’d given him an icy stare.

“Look, I appreciate the offer, really,” she said, clearly not appreciating the offer in any way. “Besides, this way, the storm looks extra paranormal. They’ll know they’ve pissed someone dangerous off. Leave the theatrics to me.”

As they strutted across the plain—Geela had instructed Darkos how to hold his head and shoulders to look as intimidating as possible—he started understanding her reasoning. The trek was longer than it’d looked from the mountain. Even with his physique and the stamina he’d built running up Alerion’s Tower three times every weekend, holding up a shield for two hours would have left him drained. Not to mention, with that level of magical expenditure, he’d have one rather irate Patron to deal with that evening.

Besides, a devastating storm surrounded by startlingly nice weather did cut a rather intimidating image.

As they walked, Geela began to cast her own enchantments on the two of them. The summoned armor was heavy and took a while to bestow, so she had to time it just right. They couldn’t risk a villager seeing them out of official costume, but no one wanted to lug twenty pounds of armor all the way across the field, either.

Darkos could just start to make out the figures standing around the outskirts of town when Geela’s enchantments began taking effect. His shimmering silver chainmail tunic shifted, melting into dark plate armor with glowing runes etched into the metal. There were so many horns and spikes coming off the armor that he couldn’t even rest his arms by his side. With each breath, the complaints of his female classmates about the rigidity of their boned corsets echoed through his mind. His chest was simply too big for this. As his lungs swelled, trying to obtain the requisite oxygen, the marking on the armor caught his eye.

“Geela, what are these symbols?” He turned to look at her and jumped. Gone was the dusty silken gown she’d insisted on wearing. In its place was slick, shining black scale plate that clung to her body in a way so impractical and terrifying that there was no way anyone would attack her. Two wicked curved horns sprouted from her helmet, and while no other part of her face was visible, he could make out her signature bright green eyes from behind the slits. A long cape trailed after her, slithering like chains being dragged over grass.

“Don’t worry,” she said. Her voice was still very much her own, just wildly out of place coming from her skull-like helmet. “They’re just random symbols. I changed them special for you ‘cause I knew your God would be peeved if I imbued your armor with anything useful. Just don’t die or anything, m’kay?”

He nodded. His own helmet didn’t mask his face as much as hers did. Normally he didn’t like closed visor helmets but for once he wished his face was a bit more obscured. They were hundreds of leagues from his hometown, but he still had this vivid image of running into some acolyte he’d trained with or the owner of a shop he’d frequented. Their hypothetical expression upon learning he’d ‘turned to dark powers’ and the subsequent rumors spread at home made him queasy.

“I promise, there’s nothing evil. Your little God… what’s his name?”

“Alerion.” Darkos’s voice took on a note of pride. “God of peace and healing.”

“Right,” Geela said, waving a hand. “I’ve never even heard of him. Then again, I never was very good at learning order deities. Anyway, because of that, I’m not even going to try to figure which runes would or wouldn’t offend. Those are just random nonsense, I promise.”

“I also can’t—”

“Hmm?”

“My arms.”

She turned to him, the scar-like marks on her mask glinting in the brilliant sunlight. “Oh. Right. That was for…” She slowed, her gait going from powerful stride to sulk in the flash of half a second.

Darkos sighed. “Sorry. I didn’t realize he’d gone out, uh, power-tripping with you.”

Her head dropped, huge horns now bowed comedically ahead of her, bobbing with each step. “He didn’t. Not often. You’re just,” she waved a hand, “bigger than him. It just doesn’t fit. You don’t look bad, but, yeah, I haven’t redone the design.”

They were getting closer to the village now, and this was a bad time for Geela to lose her mojo.

“I don’t think Barney will be happy when he sees how quickly you’ve replaced him. He’s probably not expecting to see you at all. Did he know you made it back?”

“The bastard? Probably not. He thinks I can’t handle myself on my own. He’ll know you helped me.”

This time, when Darkos laughed, it wasn’t even an act. “You tricked me. We both know that. I’m a priest of the God of peace and healing for crow’s sake.”

“Hmph. That’s true. That is true.” As they continued to walk, her head lifted, looking significantly less silly without her massive antlers waggling so dejected. “I’m going to show him that he’s just as replaceable to me as I was to him. Only difference is that I’m far more dangerous.”

There was a familiar static in the air, something he’d felt before. Never when fighting any of the obstacles to her castle, not once. But when leery looks were tossed her way in a tavern, or when a shopkeeper tried to take advantage of her… Then, then he’d felt it. He’d always attributed it to an oncoming storm. But that was before he knew he’d been keeping the acquaintance of a deadly sorceress.

They reached the edge of town, Geela’s head held high. Darkos just had to take her word for it that he looked intimidating. Personally, he felt like a child bundled in too many coats before trudging through snow.

He wasn’t sure he needed to worry, though. The people had seen them approaching, and their eyes were glued to Geela’s terrifying form.

“Citizens of Baleshire by the Plains.” Her voice had changed, and even Darkos jumped. Her pitch had dropped low, a thundering roar with a crackle that rattled in his bones. The closest comparison he could make was the time a dragon had visited a temple close to Sunnyville, his hometown. The dragon was a scion of the deadly Goddess of magma. He and the other acolytes had lay prostrate and prayed for deliverance. Her terrible voice had been the most frightening thing he’d ever heard.

Until today.

This little plains village didn’t know what was about to hit it.

“I seek the home of Angelia Fantasimus. This is a simple order, and if you comply with my every wish, your village shall be spared my wrath. But I warn you, do not cross me. Do not take a breath to question nor spare a thought on contemplating my methods. For I am the Dark Sorceress Ja’Eel Scilatia, Mistress of Void and Lightning. I trust you know my name.”

Darkos had never actually heard her pitch. Now, he understood why everyone was so scared.

“Sheldon knows!” a woman shouted. “Sheldon Baker!”

Poor Sheldon’s name was repeated, a desperate cry for salvation from all the townsfolk, as they threw themselves on the ground. It took about eight seconds, but soon only one person remained standing. The portly man’s dark face was stained with sweat.

“Right this way,” he puffed. Darkos could tell the man had questions, comments, complaints, but he held his tongue, and wisely so.

The streets of the poor village were flooded, and sloshing through the massive puddles in heavy metal boots was unpleasant to say the least. Geela didn’t seem fazed, but Darkos was really feeling that unfitted uniform right now.

They came to a stop before a sad little hut at the edge of town.

“Here. Here. She’s in here. Angelia! Angelia, you have a visitor!” The man’s voice broke as he slammed his hand into the door so hard that the shoddy piece of tree bark looked ready to crumble.

“Who is it?” the sing-songy voice called over the thundering rain.

“Did you not hear the voice? Angelia, the rain, the storm, we’re under attack!”

A long, drawn-out moment passed before the door flung open. A middle-aged woman stood in the entryway. She was taller than Geela, almost as tall as the horns on her helmet, and shapely in a way her age didn’t betray. Her brightly rouged lips curled in irritation.

“Oh, all right, come in.” The woman motioned them in with a smooth hand that didn’t fit the hard, brusque motion.

Darkos, until the day he died, couldn’t figure out how Geela’s armor failed to snag on anything. The cape spread ten feet behind her and should have caught on one of the many mirrors or self-portraits lining the walls. Her horns should, at the very least, have scraped the ceiling. Yet there she stood, fists on hips, as intimidating as ever, even wedged between a stove and a table cluttered with rose-printed dishes and a half-loaf of bread.

Angelia sat at the seat across from her. Her ever-so-slightly lopsided shoulders were relaxed as she lounged, thoroughly unconcerned.

“So. You’re looking for Barney.” Her lips twisted, and she rolled her eyes. She let out a noise, halfway between a sigh and a snort, and Darkos could swear he heard her mutter, “Just like he said.”

He could hear Geela’s eyebrows raise. “So you have seen him.” Her voice was now pitched between her regular speaking voice and the boom from outside. It was deep but heavy with skepticism and disgust. “I pity you.”

“Really? Me? Living my life, free to do as I please, the apple of my town’s eye? And you’re, what, a jealous ex who can’t let her man go.” Angelia leaned back, a smirk on her face. “You lost him—What did you call yourself? Jail, Mistress of Darkness, or something? I thought it was Gilly.”

So this woman had heard about Geela. Not Ja’Eel Scilatia. Geela. Until then, Darkos hadn’t understood it. The lack of fear, the bald-faced bravado. But this woman knew Barney, and he’d owned the narrative. Whatever he’d told Angelia, she was not afraid of Geela, for all her theatrics.

“Where is he, Angelia? I can leave your village alone. I can leave you alone. Your home can get the sun back. I’m just looking for my husband.”

“Husband?”

“Ex. Ex-husband. The man was a lying cheat, and he will face the consequences.”

“Mmm, that’s interesting. Cause he said, you were obsessive, crazy… stalkerish?” Angelia gave just the tiniest flick of her eyes over Geela’s extreme outfit. “Really very sad.”

Geela took a sharp step forward, her focus cracking, and her cape snagged on a kitsch cabinet. Darkos stood by her side in an instant. He put one hand on her chest, as if holding her back, while his other hand caught her elbow, stabilizing her without compromising her authority.

“Mistress,” he said, “the woman has been manipulated by your late husband. Show her mercy… please?” The request barely seemed warranted, given Geela’s strange lack of desire to punish this woman. Still, he had to disguise the motion somehow.

Geela straightened up, a laugh so close to her tinkling giggle, now warped and shudder-inducing. “Late. Oh, you tease, Darkos. We haven’t gotten there. Not yet.”

Angelia stood, chin raised, and tossed her curtain of auburn hair over her shoulder. “Such a mighty sorceress. Why hide under all that? Hasn’t Barney seen you wearing much less?”

“He was my husband. So yes, he has. I’m not exactly blushing.”

“No, and for your sake, I won’t divulge any details.” She yanked her head at Darkos, a knowing smile on her heavy lips. “We wouldn’t want the new meat to know any more of your shortcomings.”

Darkos had been tense this whole exchange. Angelia’s safety couldn’t be assured much longer, regardless of the lies she’d been told. Darkos was surprised Geela hadn’t acted yet.

“My shortcomings?” Geela’s high laugh was almost convincing. Someone who didn’t know her better might have been able to ignore the note of hurt. “Did we know the same Barney? Man didn’t know his way around a woman’s body.”

“That wasn’t my experience.”

This did it. Geela threw her shoulders back and raised her hands. “Ah. ‘Friends’ indeed.” Her gauntleted fingers curled. “He isn’t here, is he? I imagine he wouldn’t want to see what I’d do to you.”

“Sadly, he isn’t. A village mere days from your castle isn’t exactly the brightest place for him to hide. He didn’t even think you’d come here, but maybe he gave you too much credit.”

Geela lifted her chin. “You seem to have found your days with him so touched by bliss. Fine, whenever you seek your own image, enjoy finding his.”

The energy in the room changed then, more focused, sharper. It wasn’t electricity like before, but almost a noise, like dragonfly wings. Darkos expected to see it, something flitting through the air from Geela to Angelia, but no creature or light spanned the two, nor did the other woman’s face change to indicate that she’d noticed anything new.

“I don’t know what that means. And I don’t know where Barney is. Take your cloud and go. I expected more than some rain from a deadly sorceress, anyway.” Her face dripped with challenge as she nonchalantly examined her nails.

Darkos expected Geela to continue, but when he looked, her whole body had relaxed. “The cloud will go. And you may not know where Barney is, but I trust you’ll see him soon. For your sake, I hope you’re lying about not knowing where he is. I think we’ll find out soon enough. Come, Darkos. We’re leaving this unfortunate creature.”

The two walked, heads still held high, down the muddy streets. Geela didn’t hesitate for a half breath as she crossed the town limits. The storm dissipated as she passed, so suddenly that drops already on their way to the ground vanished before having the chance to plink into the rapidly evaporating puddles. Behind them, a cheer went up. Some called shouts of gratitude towards Geela. Others praised Lantoin, the Sun God.

As they walked further away, Geela’s steps grew more aggressive.

“Are we out of earshot?” she whispered to Darkos.

He glanced over his shoulder. “I think so.”

“So do you think,” she started, voice still low, “that if I were to start pontificating about that dreadful turn of events, my reputation wouldn’t be completely ruined? Because if you say yes, then I’ll hold you responsible if they hear me.”

“...let’s walk a little further.”

Geela was in a mood, so the two didn’t debrief until reaching the base of the mountain. She made a sharp cutting movement with one hand, and the armor vanished so fast that Darkos almost fell on his face. Geela did fall on her face, where she lay on the ground for a long moment.

“Whyyyy?” she moaned, rolling onto her back, her clear eyes turning turquoise as they reflected the sky. “Why did I have to fall in love with a janitor? Have you ever met a janitor that could keep a secret?”

“We were expected to clean the temple ourselves.”

“Oh, of course, you were.” She sat up, her locks snarled with sticks and dirt. “I told Barney how my magic works, and now everyone’s going to know. Do you know how exhausting this is going to be?”

“Well, seeing as I don’t unders—”

“Right. Of course, you don’t. I get it. I get it.” She waved him off, still pouting. 

He threw his arms in the air. “That makes one of us. I don’t ‘get it,’ Geela. Why didn’t you turn the woman into a newt or something?”

Her glare could have contained a thousand daggers. “Because. I’m not a sorceress.”

A heavy pause absorbed her confession, holding it still as Darkos contemplated her words.

“You’re not a sorceress. But didn’t you say…” He trailed off, a new, very potent note of worry to his voice.

“I lied. That’s a part of the whole ‘evil’ bit you’re going to have to deal with. I’m an enchantress, a summoner, a fae witch, and, as I truthfully mentioned, a dark mistress of both lightning and the void.” She reached out a hand, which he took and pulled her to her feet. “Also a preparatory psionic and an illusionist.”

He nodded, momentary panic passing. “All right. Okay. So you can cast spells.”

“Magic. Not spells. They’re different, but most uneducated don’t realize that. Present company sadly included, though I’m hoping you’ll learn.” At this, she turned and began up the hill. The sun was starting to set by now, so he understood her desire to return to camp, but he also wanted answers.

“So what’s that—”

“Remember when that kraken tore me in half?”

Would’ve been a hard one to forget. He nodded.

“Right. That wasn’t by any means something I enjoyed.”

“It didn’t look like it.” Darkos had had to scramble to collect enough of her to put back together, easily among the least pleasant tasks he’d ever undertaken.

“Very perceptive.” She rolled her eyes, her dig at him muted by her panting breath as she followed him up the hill. “My magic takes time to prepare. I can do pretty damn near anything if I’m given sufficient time. Sorceresses, mages, wizards, paladins,” she nodded at him, “priests even, they can all cast on a whim.”

“I think Alerion would contest that claim.”

“Right. Well, whatever your made-up God complains about, you can pull a spell out of your ass when you need it. I can’t.”

This clicked together a lot of the floating confusions he’d had trying to link Geela’s supposed omnipotence with her miserable performance on their last journey.

“Only my fae ancestry lets me spellcast,” she continued. “And really, crafting mischief curses sucks when they still have to rhyme.” Finally, a mollified smile crossed her face. “Still think I got that bitch good, though.”

"Okay, I figured that was a spell. The fluttering.”

“Fluttering?” Her lips parted, eyes lighting. “You felt it?”

“Felt what?”

“The spell. Magic. The flow and ebb of power. Mystic Sensing is what the archmages and other snobs call it. I didn’t know priests could do that. That’s fantastic!” A big smile crossed her face before it was hijacked by a smirk. “So if you can sense magic, how did you miss that I wasn’t exactly a doe-eyed farmer’s girl who wanted to avenge her father.”

“Uncle.”

“What?”

“You were avenging your uncle. I thought it was weird that you kept getting them confused.”

“Right.” She snorted. “Most farmer’s nieces aren’t shrouded by powerful magical auras.”

He shook his head as he stepped over a large stone and turned to help Geela. “I didn’t even know that’s what it was.”

“Of course you didn’t.” She grabbed his arm, hoisting herself up. “Anyway, yes, what you felt was a curse. And that wench is vain enough for it to bother her.”

Vain was a good word for Angelia. Barney must have had a type, but even Darkos was too smart to comment on this.

“I had a small lie detector bouncing around. Always good to have one prepared. Used it on her claim that Barney wasn’t there and found it to be mostly true. Mostly.” Geela grinned. “She knows something.” The two rounded the bend in the trees and found their placid little clearing, cozy tent set up and fire crackling merrily, awaiting their return. “And when she realizes what I’ve done, she’ll come running, just you watch.”











CHAPTER FOUR

Of Hares, Hoods, and Hauntings




They stayed in the clearing for two days before a pure white snowshoe hare hopped up to the tent one morning and began lightly thumping its foot. Geela’s eyes popped open, and she sat up in her luxurious bedroll, stretching. Beside her, Darkos still slept in the meager rag he called a sleeping mat. Throughout most of their travels, she’d felt almost bad for the poor dear, lying restlessly every evening, tossing and turning as though the rocks underneath him were crawling all over his body.

But when she’d offered to enchant his bedroll, he turned her down.

“It’s a sign of humility. We were trained at young ages to withstand punishment gladly. It doesn't keep me up.”

Not only had that last bit been a lie, but Geela had spent precious seconds of her time sympathizing with the boy only to learn he slept on pins and needles on purpose. Darkos had some nerve, taking on additional pain for the sake of a deity. This was why Geela swore off Patrons.

Okay, this was not at all why Geela had sworn off Patrons, but this kind of thing certainly contributed.

The thumping came again, and Geela donned her robe before drawing open the door. The little lagomorph looked at her, its eyes glowing her signature green, indicating that it had brought her a message.

“All right, little one.” Her nose curled in disdain for the critter, even as she crouched down next to it, propping her head on a hand. “What do you have for me?”

The animal looked up at her and opened its pink little mouth.

“All right, you cursed hag!” There was no mistaking Angelia’s shrill voice emitting from the nauseatingly adorable hare’s mouth. “What did you do to me? Of course, you’d disappear after this, you second-rate magician. Fine, fine, I know where the son of a bitch went. You give me my reflection back right now. I haven’t been able to leave the house in days. I don’t know where you think you get the nerve to pull this shi—”

Geela waved a hand, and the rabbit closed its mouth. It looked at her expectantly, as if Angelia’s shrill voice hadn’t just been ejected from its mouth.

“All right,” she said, “tell Angelia—”

She was cut off by the high slicing noise of a weapon being drawn.

“Geela! She’s here!” Darkos cried. She looked over to see the priest, dagger outright, eyes huge as he frantically looked around the still dim tent. “Geela?” He patted down the blankets next to him before leaping to his feet. “Geela!”

“Over here, good God! In the doorway?”

He held up a hand to block out the light from outside and peered through his fingers at her. “Ah. So you heard her too?”

“Would have been hard not to. It took you a while, I noticed.”

“How’d she find us?” Dagger in hand, he made his way to the door, still blinking. “Did you tell her where we were?”

“Yes, I let the woman who I cursed just recently know where we were camping.” Geela stepped outside, inhaling the crisp morning air. “I also told her which defensive charms I put on the clearing, just to make sure she could get in.”

“Geela! That’s incredibly dangerous. If I’d known, I’d have set up a watch, or… ” he trailed off, and Geela could see the cogs turning in his brain. “Bu-but I heard her.”

Geela pointed at the hare, which had hopped after her, simple, stupid face wide-eyed and ready to carry out her message. “As I was saying. Tell Angelia—” she snapped her fingers twice, and its ears stood upright, facing her “—I figured you’d see things my way,” she said, adopting her Ja’Eel voice. “Barney was a charming man in his prime, and even then I wouldn’t want to only see his face when looking at the many self-portraits and statues I’ve accumulated as tribute.” She cleared her throat. “I’ve designated a meeting place for us tonight. The messenger will arrive at your place of residence one hour before we are to meet. Don’t be late, or I’d seriously reconsider your long-term plans. Best, Ja’Eel Scilatia.” She snapped again, and the hare’s ears dropped. “All right then,” she said, voice normal, “off you go.”

One thing she had to give Darkos credit for, he always appreciated her magic. His big old brown eyes darted from her to the hare and back. “Is that Angelia? I thought you cursed her appearance but not like this. This doesn’t even make sense.”

“If it truly doesn’t make sense, then maybe you’re wrong.” Geela glanced down at her skirts, an already mounting sense of irritation building. “The rabbit’s bewitched. It’s just running messenger. I could have made you do it, but you’re better off here.” She’d have to figure out a way to disguise herself for the evening without looking foolish. The armor was good and all for looming over battlefields or watching minions take down petty heroes from the parapets of her home, but a small tavern required something more discreet. “Now, what do you think, Darkos? Veil, mask, faceless enchantment?”

“For the rabbit?”

“For us.” She couldn’t really blame him for not following her leap, but damn, the boy needed some sharpening. “We’re going to meet Angelia tonight, and the armor might be a bit much. But we still need disguises and—”

“Hoods?”

She stopped, contemplating this. Hoods, hmm? It could work. Skulls, skeletons, bones had always been a motif of hers, to make up for her lack of necromancy. Though the skill would have nicely rounded out her expertises, she’d never been able to figure out life-binding magic, so it had evaded her. But bones might be a great accent to a draped, heavy cloak, with a hood so dark you could only see her eyes glinting green. Skeletal hands reaching out of heavy sleeves, a broach made of bone clasping the cloaks shut… she could see it. And since Angelia was such a vanity queen, it might throw her off guard. Instead of flaunting her own beauty, Geela would make a mockery of Angelia’s obsession with the trait.

Looks weren’t everything.




* * * * *




“What about like, if dark fog kinda trickled out from under the cloaks. Too much?” Darkos asked. He tapped his fingers together, waiting for Geela’s response to his suggestion.

She had in front of her a large, shimmering, indistinct orb of mist. Both hands were inside it, shaping the condensation of matter and reality into long black fabric. After a moment, she smiled and pulled. Her hands left the sphere holding on to the heavy bolts of cloth.

“I love it.” She dismissed the matter generator and threw her hands in the air as the cloaks began to take shape. “And such a simple design too. I think since we’re going the whole death and shadows route, they should have tattered edges.”

He nodded, mouth agape as he watched the black cloth twist and turn in the air, wrapping around each other, splitting and melding.

“Don’t move,” she said, gesturing a finger at him.

He yelped at the cloth swarming him, wrapping around his body, his arms, his head, his neck. “Geela!”

“You want this one to fit, don’t you?”

A few seconds later, the cloth hopped right off him and back into the air. “Trust me, it’s worse with metal.”

He swallowed hard. “But there’s no other way to refit the armor?”

“I can use some of the measurements obtained by the robe,” she gestured at the cloaks that hovered in the air, “but sadly, no, you’d still need fitting. Do you want to do that now?”

He shook his head quickly, his floppy brown hair wagging defensively, and she laughed. “So void and death are the themes for this outfit. I like it.”

“Is void the same as darkness?” he asked. “We were taught to hate the powers of evil and darkness was a prominent one.”

“Maybe your deity should have taken that class with you.” She pushed her hair behind her ears and narrowed her eyes, starting the enchantments on the sleeves. “He seemed to have no problem with it.”

She was so transfixed by the minute delicacies that came with such a fine little illusion that she hadn’t noticed Darkos go quiet for several minutes.

“Well?” she prompted, straightening up and looking over at him.

“I don’t know why he’s okay with that.” Darkos had a haunted look on his face, his eyes shadowed by heavy brows. “I’ve been asking, but for once, my prayers are unanswered.”

“Fringe Gods are weird like that. Don’t let it get you down.”

He looked offended—a much better look—at her dismissal of his God as ‘fringe.’ Healing and peace did seem like an odd choice for such a non-prolific God, but Geela didn’t want the poor man to dwell on it. She waved a hand, and the cloaks vanished. She could feel Darkos’s eyes on her as she pulled out their picnic cloth and began assembling breakfast. “To answer your question… sort of. Void is the source of shadow and darkness.” She tossed two pieces of bread onto the grate over the firepit and ignited the enchanted logs with a quick incantation. “Toast?”

“Yes, please. So void’s more powerful.”

“And more dangerous.” She fought a shudder but couldn’t stop traitorous goosebumps from conveying her discomfort. “I used to serve a Patron. A Void Fiend. Noirela.” With the word, her body flinched out of her control, and the clearing dimmed a hair. “Don’t… don’t repeat that.”

Darkos eyed the clearing, an alert frown on his face. “Can it hear us?”

She snorted, regaining her composure a bit. “Not in the slightest. But names are powerful. So are Void Fiends. Things I didn’t know when I was a young girl. I’d always liked the occult as a child, so Noire was the natural conclusion of that. I blame my uncle.”

“Are you sure it’s not your father this time?” Darkos had a rare smirk on his face, and she obliged him with an eye-roll.

“My uncle was a corrections officer.” She pulled out a pan and cracked some eggs into it while a small brick of cheese shredded itself on top of the yolks. “He confiscated a hundred books from the local cult.”

“You had a local cult?”

“It was disguised as a temple—”

“To who?”

“Darkos! Can I finish?”

Geela is seven years old when Uncle Randy bursts into their home, boasting his largest catch ever. During an investigation of the local ‘temple,’ his team had unearthed disturbing, dark practices.

“The place was always trouble, I toldja, Linse, didn’t I?” he asks his sister, Geela’s mother, who barely looks up from where she’s doing the dishes.

“You sure did, Randy.”

“Any kind of secretive temples that don’t let anyone in or out… always make folks uneasy.”

“That they do, Randy.”

“Anyway, Linse, I need a favor.”

“‘Course you do, Randy.”

This favor leads to a few hundred books on the occult being stored in unfortunate proximity to one impressionable Geela, while Randy ascends to the esteemed rank of 'favorite uncle.' The books—and Geela—live in the basement for the next year, allegedly to be stored there until the investigation has need of them.

Geela finds herself first drawn to the pictures, then to their meaning. So she learns to read. A seven-year-old farm girl has little reason to otherwise, much to the dismay of her well-learned father. She squashes bugs and uses them to make little trinkets for herself. Within months, she’s a voracious reader, plunging through tome after tome.

Darkos’s insatiable desire to interrupt everything finally broke his restraint. “You swore yourself to a Void Fiend at age seven?!” he said, through a mouthful of toast.

Geela rewarded his question with a flat glare. “If I had, I most certainly would not be here today. Now, may I?”

The little secret stays her own until her father finds the books and explodes in rage, burning them in a massive fire.

“So your uncle didn’t end up needing them?” Darkos interrupted again. “For the investigation?”

“You know, I never thought about that.” Geela tapped her chin, staining it with jam. “The man did end up in jail for questionable magical practices a few years later. And I never did hear about any charges against that temple.” She shrugged before grabbing her napkin.

Father’s wrath is soothed only when, a few days later, Geela comes downstairs, dressed in her nicest blue frock and her pigtails in braids, the way Father used to tie them up when she was little.

She announces that it is, and has always been, her only, final, and sole desire to attend the very same magic school that he went to. To follow in his boots.

“Didn’t know you had it in you.” Father’s voice is gruffer than usual, and he sniffs, swiping at his eyes. “If I brought the test home, do you think you’d want to take it? Never thought you were one for magic, but I suppose... “ He sniffs again and breaks out into a wide, shaky smile. “I’ll bring it home for you.”

The correlation between the occult books and Geela’s sudden interest in magic never strikes him as odd. He brings home the test, and the two set to working on it together—

“No, that wasn’t cheating.” She held up a hand before Darkos could ask more. “It’s to test my magical aptitude, not my existing knowledge.”

“I wasn’t gonna—”

“Then don’t.”

—and the local school accepts Geela with a full scholarship and an option to transfer to the Celestial Academy upon graduation from novice to acolyte.

It’s not until she enrolls at the Academy that she lets her pigtails down for the last time. She’s twelve years old now. It’s time to grow up a little.

“My favorite subject was Malevolent Forces and How to Never Ever Research Them, (Not Even a Little) Lest You be Sucked Into a Lifetime of Servitude to Evil.” She leaned back, sighing, content with her little breakfast and Darkos’s rapt attention, fork held halfway to his mouth, yolk slowly dropping off it. “I know what you’re going to ask, and honestly, I don’t remember. We called the subject that so much that pretty much everyone forgot what it was actually called.”

“The whole thing?”

“Every time. Professor Carl wasn’t my favorite teacher, though. I thought he would be, but at least his library was a great source for finding all the books we weren’t supposed to. That’s when I first read about Noire.”

“Kinda on the nose for a Void Fiend.”

Geela’s sharp look was tempered by the fact that Darkos wasn’t wrong. “I thought it was cool at fourteen. Are you going to finish that?”

Darkos pushed his remaining toast over before gathering the rest of the dishes to the pot of perpetually close-to-boiling water. “Fourteen’s still young.”

She popped the toast into her mouth. “It’s really not that bad,” she said, voice contorted around the bread. “Besides, I was a prodigy.” She swallowed and brushed breadcrumbs off her hands and dress. “The end of the story is that Noire was doing some horrible, permanent damage to my soul. I think maybe it was feeding my life essence to its spawn or something terribly unpalatable. I had to fight it for my freedom…” She turned away from Darkos, busying her hands with folding the picnic cloth. “And that’s all.”

He must have known her well enough to know there was more, because the clanging of plates stopped. But he also must have known her well enough not to push, because the sloshing of water resumed after a second.

“So when do we head over to Angelia?” he asked.

She turned back around, face bright again. “I want to head out a bit after lunch. We want to time it right so that we enter town at twilight. Really make it look like we’re bringing the night with us.”

He grinned and nodded. “How do you even think of these things?”

“Being the greatest enchantress in the world is all about talent, skill, and hard work. But being the most feared Dark Sorceress of the age? When you aren’t even a sorceress? That, my dear, is all about theatrics.”




* * * * *




They drifted into town just as twilight struck, a cloud of night blown in by the wind. Theirs was a chilling darkness, one that caused parents to shut their windows early and the old war veterans to rent a room in the inn rather than risking the walk home.

Their cloaks spanned the width of the road as they glided through the empty village towards the shadiest tavern at the edge of town. In hindsight, it may have been more fun to force Angelia to bare her face in a crowded location, but Geela did favor her own privacy just a bit more than revenge.

“This is the one,” she said to Darkos. “Enter first and find her. When you do, I will know. I will follow.”

He nodded. The two had practiced spooky whispers the whole walk over. Geela’s was death on the wind, the sound that wrapped soon-to-be departed souls in both terror and comfort as they passed on. Darkos’s sounded like a child telling a bad ghost story. He’d been instructed to stay quiet during the transaction.

She could hear his entrance as the clinking bar noises grew silent. She waited and waited before a gem on her belt vibrated, hot and eager. He’d found her target.

The doors opened without a touch as she swept in. The hushed silence broke into terrified murmurs. They knew it was Geela from her eyes, which flashed under her heavy hood. The cloaks had been a good idea. She’d be sure to tell Darkos after.

As she surveyed the room, she found Darkos in a far corner, looming tall next to Angelia. The woman looked a mess, hair all standing out on end, in big heaping snarls, face a blur of poorly applied paints.

The poor thing.

Geela swiftly strode towards her, her gleeful smile strategically hidden beneath her garb. She sat across from the woman at the small, scraped-up table. Behind her, Darkos paced and prowled like a hell hound guarding its mistress.

“Oh, my dear Angelia.” Her voice drifted across the table, barely audible and impossible to miss. “You do look quite the picture of tragedy.”

“Well, I wouldn’t know.” Up close, the woman looked even worse. Pockmarks and scars marred her face, which had seemed so flawless the day before. Her eyes burned red, from tears, sleeplessness, or poorly aimed eye makeup, Geela could only guess.

“Two days without being able to see yourself seems to have left you quite… undone. Poor child. Your vanity was the least I could have targeted.”

“All right, enough gloating! It’s not just missing my face. But seeing his, making every facial expression I usually make…” The woman was itching to say more, so Geela rested her skeletal hands on the table, fingers tapping impatiently. “I have the damn information. At least, I know where he said he’d go.”

“Well, now, I’m glad you had the time to remember. I would hate to think you lied.” The last word was uttered in an icy breath, and the woman’s eyes sparkled with tears. She swiped them, smearing makeup, and blinked rapidly, trying to clear them.

Beside her, Darkos shifted and almost seemed to shiver. Geela watched him, curiously, as Angelia tried to regain composure—and her vision. No, he wasn’t shivering; he was laughing. Good. Geela wasn’t alone in gloating over the woman’s misery.

“He has a friend. Jane Arlington. She lives in Spirebrook in the Swamp. He said he’d pay her a visit after me. I don’t know if he’s staying there, but Jane would know more. That’s all I know, I swear.” The woman’s voice was so rife with bitterness and anger that it alone was a balm to Geela’s chronically stinging ego.

“I’m glad you’ve understood to leave this matter alone and not interfere by withholding information. It must have taken a lot of humility to accept that your part in this situation is minor and insignificant, and that the most you can hope to accomplish is a betrayal of trust to the man you love.” Geela stood then. The brooch fashioned to look like a small hand clasping her cloak shut flashed in the firelight. “Really. I have so much respect for you. Come Darkos. Let us leave this wretched creature.”

“My face! You promised!” the woman’s voice screeched after them.

“Oh, do stop your wailing,” Geela said, turning her back on the woman. “Rest assured, come dawn, you will have your visage back. I wouldn’t celebrate. You really aren’t much to look at.”

On this note, Geela disappeared from the room in a swoosh of black and shadow.

They waited until they were out of earshot of the village before the cloaks dissolved, and the two burst into laughter, cackles of triumph.

“I didn’t think that was going to work so well,” Darkos said. “I didn’t think she’d crack that hard, just not able to see herself.”

“Well, that’s why you’re not here to think,” Geela said. She was all but dancing across the plains, leaping and twirling, one step closer to her revenge. “Though, you were brilliant. Breathtaking.” He was so much larger than she, and it really helped the look. He was the silent, terrifying guard, and she, the all-powerful mistress. “The pacing was perfectly timed, deliberate, slow, powerful, and the cloaks were,” she kissed her fingers, “just prime.”

“Oh. Well. It just seemed—” he coughed to clear his throat. “Felt like the right thing to do.”

“It was. Your sense is getting better. Now.” She fell back in step with him, whimsical skipping complete, mind focused. “Spirebrook is no joke. It’s not Baleshire, some tiny little nonsense town that, by all rights, shouldn’t exist. This place is a city. A real city.”

“All right, so how does that change our tactics?”

The boy was learning, he really was. It had barely been a week since they’d set out, but he was starting to get it.

“Right now, we’re going back up the hill to celebrate. Don’t expect to do much traveling tomorrow.”

Darkos’s eyes glinted. He’d told her that, while drunkenness was not forbidden by his order, drinking in the temple was. Since then, his attitude towards alcohol had reminded her just a bit too much of the acolytes sneaking into the professor’s liquor rooms and wine cellars. It was cute, even if she often had to baby him to bed, roll him on his side, and ply him with water.

Well, he had resurrected her a few times, so she technically owed him.

Their revelries lasted long into the night. He pulled out his lute, which was always a treat, and then pulled out his flute, which was not. Geela sang along regardless of the instrument, making up lyrics to the tunes he came up with.

They wouldn’t wake until well after noon the next morning, with the same headaches they always had.

Not for the first time, Geela wished she’d taken Alchemy as an elective.








CHAPTER FIVE

Onward to Spirebrook!




“You need more sleep. You look like a ham sandwich left out in the sun for three days.”

Darkos rubbed at his eyes, not sure what part of his face was particularly hamlike, but Geela wasn’t wrong in that he looked pretty terrible. He’d caught his reflection here and there, in pools and cooking utensils and the odd large shiny piece of jewelry flaunted by Geela. Hours of staying up at night hadn’t done him any wonders, nor had the fasting or extra runs in the hot sun on their lunch breaks. Maybe the sunburn contributed to the ham similarity. Maybe.

But Alerion, though fair, knew that affection and contact must be hard-fought for. Darkos had taken for granted his patronage. He found himself able to fix the scrapes, bruises, twisted ankles, burned fingers, or concussions suffered by the pair (Geela, Geela, Geela, Darkos, Geela), but otherwise, the God had been silent. So Darkos had been doing whatever he could to starve himself of the pleasures of the Mortal Realm. It’s what he’d always been taught to do when his faith wavered, but it didn’t seem to be working.

It was also pissing Geela off.

“Did I ever tell you about my last Patron?” she asked. The two had been traveling for three days. Their success in Baleshire was a memory right now, tainted by travel fatigue and Darkos’s ‘slavish nature.’

“Noire?”

“No. No, that one was definitely worse, but I tried another after it.” She shifted on the back of Shaun the mule. “This was after I graduated. I was in my twenties. A lot wiser.”

At twenty, Darkos had finished his first pilgrimage to their sister temple, a month’s travel away. He, too, had thought he was wiser back then. Now he had some misgivings.

“I did my research this time. I found a Patron I thought really got me, one whose goals aligned with mine.”

Geela stands covered in her own blood in the middle of a circle drawn with a lamb’s blood, reading aloud from a book inked in the blood of something ancient that Geela took no credit or responsibility for. This was just what it looked like when you vied for the attention of a Blood Witch.

Geela had done her fair share of drugs at the Academy, typical to any student in their teens or young adult ages, but nothing had come close to the euphoric high of this level of blood loss. She’s not entirely sure whose strength is keeping her standing; it’s certainly not her own, so it must be—

“Who has summoned the Blood Witch Berta Sanguine to this realm.” The voice is inhuman to an extreme, more like the sound of a spider’s legs uncurling and creeping down the slimy bark of a swamp tree. “Speak now or breathe your last.”

“I am Ja’Eel Scilatia, enchantress, illusionist, and Mistress of the Void!” Her voice has a high ring to it, unnatural to Geela’s ears, but she’s so dizzy that nothing really sounds or feels right. “I wish to serve your interests and submit to your wishes.”

“And what do you want in return, little Geela? Answer carefully for what is written in blood cannot be taken back.”

She wishes for power, something vague enough that either of them can revoke the promise if they aren’t satisfied with the partnership. Berta cackles at the wish for a moment, before contemplating it and then nodding.

“Then our deal is sealed, little human.”

“Seems like she got what you were going for. Blood magic sounds pretty awful, but I guess you got what you wanted.” Darkos couldn’t imagine bleeding for his God. Yes, he’d had to run up stairs or go days without food, but causing intentional harm instead of passive…

Was that really better?

Geela nodded emphatically. “Yes! I did. That wasn’t where it went wrong. I converted some students, apprentices looking for something a bit more ambitious. Within a year, I had a very healthy cult. We partook of weekly bleeding rituals, undertook some revenge plots, cursed our enemies in return, classic occult stuff.”

“So what ruined it?” Darkos asked, panting slightly and dizzy from lack of sleep.

“Mmm, well, we always sacrificed a member of the cult every year—” She broke off at Darkos’s look of horror. “Look, I know. That always turns people off. But it was a really respectful affair. Everyone was down with it; I didn’t push it on anyone. If they didn’t like it, they quit.”

“Really? People are allowed to just leave cults?” Darkos stopped to catch his breath, and Geela looked down at him disdainfully.

“This one, yes. The signup sheet was enchanted. You were mindwiped if you left. Look, do you want to—why don’t you ride the horse?”

“Mule. And I don’t want you to get tired.”

She pulled Shaun to a stop before sliding off his back. “I’m plenty able to walk on my own.”

The idea was tempting, but he still felt bad. It was his fault, after all, that he was so exhausted.

“Go,” she said, “or I won’t finish my story.”

“Fair enough.” He climbed onto the back of the mule, muscles immediately relaxing tension. He pulled the map out of the saddlebag. “How far out are we from Spirebrook?”

“Last I checked, we were on target to get there tonight.”

He nodded, scanning the map. "Okay.” Then an idea hit him. “Do they have temples there, do you suppose?”

She wrinkled her nose, patting the back of the mule to get them moving again. “I mean, I suppose. It's the capital of the Swamp Region. Most capital cities have at least shrines to every order God.”

“Thank crow.”

“I hate that.”

“What?”

“God followers swearing on animals.”

“It’s a habit—”

“And why does the God of healing and peace use such a creepy animal?”

“Geela…”

“I mean, crows are literally associated with death. There are so many better animals for healing and peace. You could even go, like, a snake if you wanted to stay edgy…” she trailed off, catching his deadpan stare. “Hmm?”

“You said you’d finish your story.”

Her lips pursed, but she didn’t badger him further. He reached into the bag to get out a small handful of nuts and berries. If he was going to a temple when he got there, there wasn’t a reason to continue starving himself.

“Right. So. Berta.” Geela grimaced. “The thing you have to know about serving a Patron— well, you kind of know, but you follow a lawful ordered Patron, it’s a little different. We give her payment, and she gives us power. But if we give her too much, she starts expecting that, and then what a couple cups of blood used to earn now requires a gallon. So when I learned the acolytes had been sacrificing each other nilly-willy-”

“They were what?”

Geela squinted at him. “Do you really need me to repeat that?”

Darkos didn’t, but he was shocked and horrified all the same. “You didn’t know? How?”

“I was working a full-time job! The cult leader thing was a side gig for extra power. I didn’t keep tabs on every member. Just attributed the losses to attrition.” She sighed. “I shut it down. Was more trouble than it was worth.”

“Is that what made you swear off Patrons?”

“Honestly? Kinda, yeah.”

Darkos didn’t blame her. Sure, he’d never sacrifice a living human to a God, but if his faith commanded it and the followers went from a rare, consensual sacrifice to a dozen forced ones...

He shook his head, violently. No, that was a stupid thought. He wouldn’t have been okay with any sacrifices. The thought made him ill, and he regretted the handful of nuts he’d eaten. Was working with Geela rubbing off on him? Was he becoming more desensitized to cruelty?

And if so, why did Alerion grant him favors but refuse his prayers?




* * * * *




They hit the entrance to the Swamp Region at about half-past three. One moment, the ground beneath them was crisp with tall, scratchy grass, the next, it had turned to marshy cordgrass as dirt squelched underfoot.

Geela froze, face wrinkled in displeasure. She slowly looked up at Darkos, a pleading smile pulling her lips to the corners of her face.

“How are you feeling? Still tired?”

He slid off the mule’s back. It had been several hours of rest and he’d been refreshed by the hearty snacks. Besides, Geela looked as though her face might melt if she had to walk any further in the swamp.

“Here, let me help.” He lifted her up onto Shaun.

“Thank you,” she said, a still-haunted note in her words. Swamps were not her thing.

They detoured at the town of Friendlyham in the Swamp, to gather intel. A stout woman at the tavern pointed them towards the town clerk, where they’d find the regional directory.

“Arlington, Arlington,” Geela murmured, running a finger down the addresses. “Where are you, Jane?”

Darkos admired the interior of the clerk’s office. It wasn’t anything like he’d expected from the Swamp Region, but the architecture among the buildings in Friendlyham had been pretty consistent; little stone huts with numerous chimneys, filling the homes with warm glows.

“It’s cozier than I’d expected,” he said.

“You’ve never been to the Swamp Region, huh? They’re all like this. Stiflingly warm and cramped.” She went back to her book. “You would call that cozy.”

He would. And it suited him just fine. The homes in the Second Mountainous Region weren’t nearly as nice. They were cold and stark, made from the white stones they mined. In a sunnier region, the marble and limestone may have shone, radiating back the light, but in the cloudy mountains, it was just cold. Kinda like a tomb.

“Are you—oh for all that is holy and sacred!” Geela’s outburst pulled Darkos back to her side. “There are eleven Jane Arlingtons in Spirebrook. Damn boring name. I bet Barney picked her just for that reason.”

Darkos doubted that Barney chose his friends based on how easily they’d blend into a regional directory. Then again, maybe the man truly was that cunning.

“How long do you think it’ll take to check them all out?” he asked.

Geela flipped the page back and forth, as if hoping the words would change if she fiddled with them enough. “I mean, we can stop by each of their houses and interrogate them, but our conviction will be damaged. We wouldn’t even know if the Jane we’re talking to knows squat.” Darkos winced at the irreverent tearing noise as Geela ripped the page from the book. “I’ll think of something,” she said. “I’ll come up with a plan.”

Geela spent the bulk of their journey sulking. She snapped at any attempts on Darkos’s part to talk, so he spent the travel taking in the murky swamp around them.

They first saw the city lights peering through the swamp’s misty gloom about half a mile out. Darkos’s spirits soared, a reaction likely intended by the city planners who’d known that all travelers would have just been concluding hours of trudging through the bleak swamp to get there.

“We’re going to find an inn first,” Darkos said.

“No, we really ought to track down—”

“You’ll be better suited to investigating in the morning.” Darkos didn’t usually take a hard stance counter to Geela’s, but this time it was warranted. Her face was deflated after hours of travel in the muck. Covered in goop and lacking the energy to even wipe it off, well, she needed rest.

“Darkos…”

“Shower and a real bed sound better than dragging ourselves around town like marsh monsters,” he said. “And I really haven’t been sleeping much, so I need it.”

This did it. Her face softened even as it took on an exasperated eye roll. “Your own damn fault, but I suppose, looking like we do, no one is going to take us seriously.”




* * * * *




The rooms inside the Broken Drum Inn were just as cozy as he’d expected. Two fluffy beds, a crackling little fireplace, soft towels at the foot of each bed, and a tiny bowl containing two mints on each pillow.

“Now I see why the innkeeper said this place couldn’t be beat!” Darkos inhaled the woody smell of the fire and the scent of clean sheets.

“That isn’t why he said that. Ugh, it’s so domestic.” Geela stood in the doorway, shifting her weight from one damp foot to another.

He tossed her a towel. “You shower first. I’m going down to the restaurant to get some food. Want me to see if I can get some pheasant casserole and lilac tea?”

“Be a dear?”

He nodded, and her face relaxed, a grateful smile on her tired lips.

He pulled out her dressing robe and slippers from the bag and set them on her bed. Then he headed downstairs to the tavern.

“Ah, hello there, Master Darkos,” the innkeeper said. “How can I help you? Food? Drink? Our swimming pond is closed for the evening, but you can still find relaxation in the sweat baths.”

This place was practically a resort compared to the seedy hovels they’d slept in on their first quest to Geela’s castle. She’d admitted later that she hadn’t paid for nicer accommodations because she didn’t want him to find her endless cash flow suspect.

“In hindsight, I probably didn’t need to hide it. You wouldn’t have noticed.”

Darkos shook his head. “Just some food for now. A beef stew will do for me, but can you make a pheasant casserole special for my companion?”

The innkeeper’s chest swelled. “We’ve got some of the top chefs in the southern corner of Spirebrook. Try us.”

The man’s face grew less proud and more concerned as Darkos painstakingly relayed Geela’s complicated specifics and needs for her meal, but by the end, he nodded confidently. “We can get that done; keep your lady friend happy.”

“Thanks.” Then Darkos lowered his voice. “Also, since we’re staying here for a few days, I was wondering if maybe you could point me towards one of the shrines or temples?”

“We’ve got quite the selection here! They don’t call us Spirebrook for anything.” He gestured to the desk, containing several stacks of brochures. “We’re the pilgrimage capital of the Swamp Region for a reason.”

Darkos took the most robust brochure, scanning the first page, with all the A deities.

“Uhm,” he said, reading and rereading the page, “you wouldn’t happen to have a temple of Alerion here?”

“Hmm. Can’t say I recall,” he said, trailing off. “What’s he the Patron of? Is that the God of stars?”

“I think that’s Aurelion.”

“God of flowers?”

“Algernon. Alerion is the God of healing and peace.”

The innkeeper picked up one of the brochures and leafed through it himself for several minutes. When he put it down, he looked disappointed. “I’m sorry, good master, but all I can find is Scarpala for Goddess of healing and Rita for Goddess of peace. There’s another God, Potto, who kind of fits, but I don’t have anything here on an Alerion.”

Darkos’s chest tightened. “And if you had a shrine for him, it would be in these?”

The innkeeper scratched his stubbly chin. “Not entirely, no. The library would have the fullest selection, and you can also ask folks around. There are plenty of Gods, as I’m sure a holy man like yourself knows. We can only afford to print out brochures for the most popular.”

The knot loosened slightly, and Darkos nodded. “All right, good to know. I’ll set out to the library tomorrow.”

The innkeeper pulled out a sheet of parchment and a quill and started scratching. “I’ll draft you up a set of directions on how to get there. It’s in a brochure but, between you and me?” He lowered his voice. “I didn’t write that one, and I’m not much a fan of how it was written. Bad directions. Keeps sending our scholars to the candlelight district, and most of them aren’t accustomed to that kind of show.” He straightened up and blew on the ink. “This’ll get you there better. Want me to send up your food, or will you be dining down here.”

“You can send it up?” Darkos asked.

“Our servers got legs, don’t they?” the man asked, laughing. “Your lady friend looked as though a night in might be the thing she needs.”

Darkos let out a long breath. “Yeah, not wrong. Okay, send it up if you can. That’d be great.”

He bid the innkeeper a farewell and took his directions upstairs. He’d head to the library first thing in the morning and ask anyone he met on the way if they knew where the shrine to Alerion was. Someone would have to know.




* * * * *




“Sorry, no, don’t have any of that.”

“Hmm? What you selling? Nah, thanks, I’m good.”

“I’ve never heard of him. Maybe you heard wrong? There’s an Illidan, I think.”

“Get away! Bloody converts, always pushing on ya, for pig’s sake.”

The morning had not gone well.

Darkos dragged himself into the library, weary and discouraged.

Behind the desk, a bespectacled young man fixed him with an eager look. “Sir, can I be of assistance?”

The building had the classic swamp architecture, long rows of oaken shelves, warm armchairs with tables stacked high with worn leather tomes. It melted some of the weight off Darkos’s back, and he walked to the desk, chin held high like Geela had always told him.

“Yes, actually. I’m looking for information on where I might find the shrines for some lesser-known Gods.”

“Oh!” The young librarian’s thin eyebrows immediately creased. “How lesser-known?”

Darkos threw up his hands. “Apparently very. God of peace and healing. Something really fringe. I can see why no one’s heard of him.”

The librarian held up a long-fingered hand in a soothing gesture. “All right then, no judgment. We’ve had folks seeking much worse, so we just have to be careful. Section C, rows four and six have all the information on local shrines, going out to the surrounding towns up to fifteen miles away.”

“All right, Section C, rows four through six.”

“Four and six. Row five is cookbooks. I didn’t design this place.”

Darkos nodded. “Thanks.”

Many promising titles were thrown aside after proving unhelpful. 

Dissatisfactory. Useless. Useless. Useless. 

After reading through the local shrines and temples and finding nothing, Darkos began researching further. Surely one of these texts would have something on Alerion.

The Gods of Health and Safety, 4th ed. yielded no results. Peace or War? Which Patron is Right for You? held not a single mention of Alerion. A Convert’s Guide to The Mystic Arts had nothing. Disgraced, Defaced, and Deleted, A List of Gods You’ve Never Heard Of had so many names of Gods, Beige the Goddess of algae, Fortuna the Goddess of gambling, Jerry the God of postal workers… but no Alerion. Not a single mention.

Nowhere.

“Sir?” The young librarian poked his head in the aisle. “We’re closing soon and—holy sheep, what have you done!?”

Darkos sat surrounded by dozens of books in haphazard piles, some upside down with split spines to hold places, some thrown across the row.

The librarian looked ready to cry. “I have to close. I have to—I’m supposed to be home by eight. I can’t—”

“I’m sorry.” Darkos’s voice was hoarse. “I’m sorry, I just had to know. I have to know.”

Two books fell from his lap as he stood, tumbling into a stack of ten books and causing it to collapse. The librarian cried in dismay.

“I’m sorry,” Darkos repeated, before pushing past him, down the aisle, through the lobby, and out into the night. It had started raining, the air just warm enough to prevent it from freezing, but the icy fog that hovered over the ground chilled him all the same. The drops of rain stung his face as he ran through the emptying streets, shivering. Nothing made sense anymore.

He burst into the Broken Drum, panting and gasping. The innkeeper turned to him, but Darkos spared the man none of his time as he rushed upstairs, boots muddying the plush carpet as he ran.

He threw open the door to their suite, hard enough to make Geela jump. She held a hand to her chest. Lounging in her dressing robe and slippers, hair tied up into curling rags, she cut a shocking contrast to his desperate gasping and soggy attire.

“Now you look like the swamp monster.” She shooed him to the washroom. “You seem upset. Take a shower.”

“No. No, I need to—”

“Daaaarkos.” She turned back to the parchment she’d been scrawling on. “We’ll talk when you’ve calmed down a bit. But you need a shower.”

Geela wasn’t wrong in that the shower calmed him down. The frantic panic was replaced by a quieter but equally uncomfortable depression. He tromped out of the warm, foggy room back into the cozy bedroom where Geela was still scribbling, her long looping letters taking up more space than was warranted, which forced her to use up far more parchment than was needed.

“Have you considered,” she started, placing her quill in the inkwell and blowing, “that maybe you’re just magical? Maybe you’re just a sorcerer with healing powers, and the whole God thing is made up.”

Darkos hadn’t considered this, but it didn’t make him feel better. “I spent my whole life worshipping Alerion.”

“Right, so now you’re just free to do what you want. No more starving or running up and down hills. I don’t see the problem. Made you some honey lavender, by the way.” She gestured at the piping mug on his bedside table.

Inhaling the steam calmed his tremors a bit, and he took a sip. Enough honey to sweeten it, enough lavender to keep it fragrant. Just how he liked it.

“He guided me, gave me moral direction. How will I know what path to take on my own?” he asked.

She rolled her eyes. “Well, not everyone serves a holy deity, and we’ve all turned out just fine!”

“Geela, you are quite literally the evilest person in the realm.”

She waved a hand, dismissing this. “All right, fine. Everyone else manages.”

He crossed his arms.

“Anyway, I have some results. We can talk about your crisis of faith or identity but—”

“Don’t wanna talk about it right now.”

She gave him a tight smile. “I figured. So, anyway. This might take your mind off things. I had a bit of a breakthrough.”

"Okay. Okay good.” His crossed arms relaxed. “What did you find?”

She definitely heard his tone, a bit too much like a puppy begging for food, but obliged him. He was grateful because he really really couldn’t talk about himself right now. He’d always prayed in times of trouble but now he felt like a man who had knelt at a statue a thousand times only to finally look up and find the statue missing.

He was left wondering where it had gone—or whether it had ever existed at all.











CHAPTER SIX

A Tour of the Town in Search of One Jane Arlington




Eleven Jane Arlingtons. Eleven invites to meet up at eleven different locations at eleven different times.

All the invitations had been, naturally, extended by one Angelia Fantasimus.

Despite his emotional malaise, Darkos had a begrudging look of respect on his face. “How did you get them to buy it? Can you actually shapeshift like that?”

“Well, sure, but that’s…” She waved a hand. “Difficult. I didn’t actually invite any of the women.” Geela grinned. “Not directly. I just put on my worst makeup and did a little glamour charm to make my hair that gross shade of red she’s got going on. Did you notice hers was dyed?”

“I did.”

“Exactly. So, simple enough to fake.” It had actually been disturbingly easy to find where each of them worked. “Did you know that occupation is public information in the Swamp Region?”

“I did not.”

“Right, so not only can you find someone’s house if you know their name, you can also find what their job is and where they work.” 

These kinds of garbage policies made Geela a real stickler for privacy. Her castle hadn’t been guarded by hydras, hexed caves, lakes of lava, and, of course, that damned kraken, for nothing. Visitors usually wanted to kill her.

“So you went to their workplace?” Darkos asked, listless.

She narrowed her eyes. How to keep him engaged… “Well, yes. I tracked down their schedules—not hard if you ask the right person the right questions—and was sure to leave my message when she wasn’t there.”

A redheaded woman with garish lipstick arrives at the Legion Gate Cafe at eleven fifteen. The patrons sit around, sipping their drinks, either late-to-rise tourists or elites with nothing better to do. She walks up to a bespectacled man, washing a dainty teacup behind the counter.

“Excuse me,” Geela purrs. “Might you happen to know when a Jane Arlington will be on shift?”

“Oh dear, Jane? Hmm, yes, let me think.” The man peers at her, as if expecting the cafe’s schedule to appear on her face. “I think she’s in at one. Maybe one thirty, to be safe.”

“Oh my.” Geela clasps a hand over her mouth. “I think I’m busy then. Can you leave a message?”

‘Jane,

She’s coming for you. That bitch Barney always talked about. You know the one. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t urgent, but I have important information that I need to disclose. Meet me at The Quilted Hen/Baker’s Best Goods/The Cracked Turnip/Silver Spork at precisely eleven AM/twelve PM/one PM…

It’s absolutely essential that we meet before you leave—a matter of life and death.

Angelia’

“That’s perfect,” Darkos said. The smallest spark of appreciation had fought its way through his sulk to pay her brilliance tribute.

“Isn’t it just? And I’m willing to bet that half of them will just straight up ignore it. Some might show up, curious, but one of them is just going to go ‘wait a minute, you’re not Angelia!’” Geela closed her eyes, reveling in the imagined voice of the befuddled woman. Maybe she’d have another screech like old Angie. Or maybe a simpering mewl.

Darkos nodded, lips still pursed in a glum pout. “So why the disguise if she wasn’t even supposed to be there?”

Geela shrugged. “If the coworker says ‘oh some beautiful blonde stopped by asking you to meet her,’ no way is Ms. Arlington going to meet me. But if he says, for example—”

“—lady with heavy makeup and auburn hair—”

“—bingo.” Geela inhaled deeply. “I just need to make all my stops. It’ll be tight but manageable. And who knows? Maybe she’ll bring Barney with her.”

“You’ll have to tell me about it when you get back in.”

His words sucked Geela’s glee away like an alchemical siphon cleaning up yet another one of her failed potions. “You’re not coming?”

He looked up at her with baleful eyes that would look more at home on their sad pack-mule than on a person. “I can’t. I’ll just be glum and ruin the whole thing.”

Geela wanted him there but couldn’t really argue with this. A grumpy peon could ruin everything. It would make her look silly to have a minion whose heart clearly wasn’t into his mistress’s cause. Maybe for the ordinary folk, revenge was petty, but for a dark mistress such as herself, she needed the conviction of all present parties to really sell it.

“I can… delay the meetings?”

He laughed at this, a short, sharp sound, accompanied by no smile. Then, after a moment of silence, he did smile. “You could, but you shouldn’t. It’ll be too much work. And I don’t know when I’ll feel better.”

He was absolutely right, but that didn’t mean Geela had to like it.

“Well, all right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Sit around and mope. Try to at least get out of the suite, though, once or twice. Go buy yourself a pastry or something.” She checked her pocket watch. “I have to get my beauty sleep now. First meeting is at seven AM.”




* * * * *




The nice thing about being an all-powerful being was that you got to make your own schedule. Of course, the downside to this was that when you’re forced to break it, it’s miserable.

Geela was not a morning person.

She had just enough courtesy left in her, waking up at the miserable hour of six AM, to not slam the door behind her while storming outside for her first meetup. No sense in waking Darkos, who was slumbering enviably in his soft little cloud of a bed. Meanwhile, Geela hadn’t had the time to comb her hair or wash her face, and was the perfect picture of tragedy.

“Hi, welcome to Miss Teapot’s, can I get you a seat?” The dead-eyed stare of the hostess matched Geela’s near identically.

“Yes, table for two. Ideally, somewhere out of the eye of other customers.”

The hostess glanced around the little pink shop with precisely six tables, all arranged in a circle around a big porcelain teapot. “Yeah, okay, uh. Hold up.”

Geela watched as the young woman walked over to one of the tables. Giving a big sigh, she grabbed it and dragged it, squealing, across the floor, over to a little window alcove. She repeated this action with each of the two chairs. Then she headed back over to Geela.

“Will that do?”

“Um.” Geela peered at the table. “It’s kind of noticeably out of the way. Maybe you could just adjust the other tables, so it’s not as clear that one is missing?”

“Um. Okay, yeah. Sure.” If looks could kill, this waitress would be hailed as the greatest hero in the realm.

As it was, Geela felt perfectly safe making a few more reasonable requests before she was satisfied with the positioning of the table.

“If a Jane Arlington arrives, tell her ‘Angelia’s over here’ and bring her to me, won’t you?” Geela tossed the woman a honeyed smile before taking her concealed seat. She’d give this Jane half an hour to arrive. If the woman wasn’t here by seven thirty, odds are she wasn’t Barney’s Jane.

It was a crummy wait, but at least they had tea and plenty of it. Geela needed something strong, with caffeine, so she ordered black coffee, extra black, with two tea bags on the side. She didn’t play around when she needed a wakeup, and the unfortunate hostess got the distinct pleasure of serving Geela’s particular tastes.

At seven thirty, Geela shotgunned the rest of her tea, slapped a few coins on the table, enough to cover her drink with nothing left for tip, and walked for the door. She noticed the hostess staring at her, thunder-eyed and slack-jawed.

“I guess she couldn’t make it,” Geela said. The woman’s outrage was a better pick-me-up than any coffee could be, and despite being one Jane down, Geela was pleased with how the morning had started.

She met her first Jane at the eight o’clock meeting place. Geela had arranged the spots to be close to each Jane’s house, to increase the likelihood of her showing. That meant this next one was clear out to the outskirts of town, and Geela had had to run. The little store, hilariously misnomered ‘Uncle Ben’s Country Living’ was far from the hick hay-and-hitch farm she’d expected. It was the swamp after all, so hay didn’t exactly grow out here, but she hadn’t anticipated a bait shop.

She arrived, panting and hoping that the highly sought-after Jane wouldn’t be there. Geela was in no fit state to intimidate. She had a little transformation routine prepped, complete with flashing lights and a barely-concealed clothing change, but still didn’t want to be all out of breath.

It was a tick shy of eight when she slammed open the door. The place smelled of bugs and slime mold, souring Geela’s mood further.

Behind the counter, a portly man took her in, lips lopsided with disapproval and surprise. “Don’t normally get people this excited ‘bout bait. You got the right place, ma’am?”

Geela waved him off. “Looking for Jane,” she said, steadying herself.

“Oh, that’s me?” a tentative voice ventured. The owner of the voice was a young woman, if woman was even appropriate. Geela was a lousy judge of ages, but she’d wager this ‘woman’ wasn’t a day above sixteen.

“If you aren’t the wrong person, then I’m really giving that bastard a piece of my mind.” Geela grit her teeth. Barney wouldn't dare. Not with this little thing.

“Um, I’m just here cause I got a letter saying something about life and death?” The girl looked nervous now, fiddling with a little charm on her necklace. “Are you Angelia?”

“Uh, kinda.” Geela straightened up and looked her over. “You seem moderately respectable. You wouldn’t happen to be hiding a dangerous, duplicitous man in your house, would you? Older guy. Balding. We’re talking seventies.”

“I live with my parents,” the girl said. “My dad can be a jerk, but he’s not that old and… I’m just here ‘cause the message seemed rather…. rather serious.”

Not her, not a chance in hell. “It’s possible I have the wrong Jane Arlington.”

The girl wrinkled her nose. “Well, you aren’t the first, lady. At least Angelia’s kinda unique. You’re lucky.”

And that was that.

The nice part of the meeting being so short was that Geela had plenty of time to make her next destination. But the Waterfront Bakery didn’t yield any Janes, and neither did the eleven o’clock meeting at Baker’s Best Goods.

Twelve o’clock, Silver Spork. Geela found a table in the far corner. Though sophisticated with its titular fine silverware, spindly candles, and halfway decent classical musicians, this place understood that some customers just didn’t want to be seen.

The Jane that joined her this time, moving to the table, eyes darting anxiously, was a much better candidate. With high cheekbones and silvery blue eyes, her face was pretty enough. She was a scrawny thing, though, looked like maybe she’d never seen the inside of a restaurant, and her dress, though well made, lacked any ornamentation. She just didn’t seem Barney’s type. But who knew?

“Angelina?” the woman said, voice a jittery whisper. “You left the message with Brian. You weren’t supposed to but I suppose you know best. I’m not sure who Barney is, but if he’s the contact,” she took a deep breath, “then I’m ready.”

“Oh.”

“Did the dropoff zone change? Or does Lord Regar know? Or—” she put a hand over her lips “—was I supposed to move the weapons first?” Her voice was almost too quiet for Geela to hear, but Geela had heard enough.

“Erm, I’m not sure this is what I came for,” she said. She pushed away her glass of wine—Geela didn’t much care for the drink, but she always felt sophisticated sipping at one. “It was lovely meeting you.”

“No! No! Ms. Fantasina, I promise.” Jane leaped to her feet, already causing more attention than either woman wanted. “I’ll have them ready for you. I even have the sparkle noodles ready to go. Three pounds. I swear, I will not let you down.”

The woman’s voice grew higher, if not louder, as Geela grabbed as many breadsticks as she could, not having had time for lunch. “Nope, actually, I’m good. Sorry to have wasted your time.” Sparkle noodles were nasty drugs, especially when crafted by hands as unsteady as this Jane’s. No doubt all her customers would be tripping on some hellish cloud for hours upon taking some.

“Please!”

“Look,” Geela hissed, shoving the last of the bread into her bag, “I’m not Angelina. The name was Angelia—I’m not even sure how you mixed that up—and really, that’s not even my name. You are a terrible smuggler, and I hope Angelina fires you before you blow up her whole operation.”

The woman’s face blanched at Geela’s words. “Oh, dear. What do I do?”

“Really not my business. Have a nice day, Ms. Arlington.” Geela rose from her seat, bristling as she walked briskly to the door. Of all the things she’d stooped to back at school, drug dealing was never one of them.

The next business was The Crusty Crust. Geela had so wanted to avoid this place on its name alone, but sadly, it couldn’t be helped. It was one of two businesses close to Jane #5 and the other one, the Gentleman’s Scissor, was a men’s-only barbershop.

The streets around the pie shop smelled of sewage, and the lingering dampness was already unbearable before she even entered the damn place. The pie shop smelled even worse. The stench was somehow more pungent than the bait shop earlier, and Geela held back a gag. 

How someone could even purchase something edible here was beyond her. Maybe the barbershop upstairs would have been the better option.

Please please don’t let this be the place.

“Wait a minute, you’re not Angelia!”

Dammit.

Geela rounded on the woman, eyes still watering a bit at the stench. “I’m not surprised that such a sorry excuse for a woman would live in the worst part of town,” Geela said. She raised her hands with a flourish, and immediately her shoddy disguise vanished, the red melting from her glittering blond hair, which arranged itself in a majestic sculpture atop her head. The rough-hewn dress turned to vivid green embroidered with silver, and the makeup washed off her face, revealing flawless golden skin. A delicate blue and green mask manifested, resting on the upper half of her face, to prevent her visage from being exposed.

Jane staggered backward. The woman was definitely younger than Angelia, probably in her twenties, short and curvy. Her plump, saucy lips dropped open in shock. She fell to her knees, quaking.

“Wh-who are you?” Her voice was neither the brassy drawl nor the simper that Geela had expected. It was a pathetic whine, and Geela was starting to wonder why Barney associated with such irritating women.

“Does the name Ja’Eel Scilatia bring anything to mind?” Her own voice now was a higher, crueler sound, one that might better accompany a haughty queen. This was among her favorite costumes.

“Oh, dammit. Oh, kitten of heaven protect me.”

Hidden behind her mask, Geela’s nose wrinkled. “Then you know why I’m here.”

“Yes.” The woman fell onto her face, a position so submissive that it soothed Geela’s ego a bit. “If I had known, I never would have let him stay. As soon as he told me who his ex-wife was, I gave him the boot.”

“You gave him the—” Geela caught herself before swearing. “So he isn’t here anymore.”

“N-no, m’lady. I kicked him out as soon as I knew.” Jane peered up at her from the ground.

Geela sighed. “Your integrity is commendable,” she said, her voice flat. “If irritating. Would you happen to know where he is now?”

“No. I apologize, I’m so sorry, I didn’t think to ask. I was outraged. I didn’t even know he’d been married when we—” the woman stopped at the poison in Geela’s eyes. “Oh forgive me, dark lady, I didn’t know! I didn’t know! Oh sweet Purrmow, God of Heaven, protect me.”

So, this was another of Barney’s little toys. This woman’s common sense and bare-bones integrity, however, now stood in Geela’s way. Why had Jane’s sole display of moral fiber spurred her to banish Barney?

“So you enabled a dirt-bound sod to betray his mistress? It seems that alone is worth punishment if you cannot provide me with something more.” Geela was lashing out needlessly, and she knew it, but it just felt good.

Jane wailed. “He didn’t tell me he’d been married til he arrived! I didn’t know!”

Geela resisted the urge to massage her temples. “Did he give you any hint?”

Jane sobbed freely now. “He said that he was seeking out a figure from your past. One whose name you would remember well and quake in fear of. I can only imagine a queen of your stature would have many such enemies.”

“You think that someone of my stature would have many enemies that leave me quaking in fear?”

Just when Geela thought the woman couldn’t grow more pitiful, she began beating her back in a sign of some kind of penance.

“All right, no, stop that. That’s not helping anything.” Geela’s mind turned from the weak-willed waif to a more pressing concern. One that you would remember well and quake in fear of. Regardless of what Jane thought, there were precious few that fit that bill.

Could it be Noire? Geela shook her head sharply, banishing the thought. Even letting her mind slip to the fiend’s full name was enough to rake her body with shivers. Noire. It could be Noire. Oh, please don’t let it be Noire.

Jane had quieted by now but still whimpered. Geela really ought to curse her, find some way to leave her mark, lest the woman boast at surviving unscathed…

“I hope that you remember this time, this place, well. For the next month, you will be plagued by its smell.”

It wasn’t much, given the pie shop was only slightly worse than the rest of her neighborhood, but it was enough to make the woman choke back another sob. “Oh, please no.”

“Oi, what’s wrong with the smell of me pies!”

Geela turned, forgetting all about the storekeeper. The man crossed his arms, apron stained with any number of unnervingly unidentifiable liquids. He shifted uneasily under her gaze.

“Some folks like ‘em is all I meant. I can leave you with one if you’re interested?”

Geela opened her mouth for a moment, trying to find a way to word exactly why this was a terrible time to push a product. Then she closed it. There was no fitting punishment for this man. His lot in life was enough.

“I take my leave of this place.” Geela strode to the door, opening it with a flourish.

She walked down the road until she was sufficiently out of eyesight. Then she ducked into an alleyway and changed back to her simple dress, minus the red hair and makeup. Alone now, except for a few rats, Geela leaned her head back against the wall. Really, if Barney did reach out to Noire, it’s possible, likely even, that the Void Fiend would fully consume his soul, feed it to its spawn, before Barney got a single favor out of the deal. After all, Barney wasn’t particularly strong, strength-wise, constitution-wise, intelligence-wise, wisdom-wise… He was charismatic, apparently, but that was it. And he was old now. Unlike Geela, he never stopped aging. Not that Geela had ever cared. Looks mattered when it came to her or someone whose visage she had to compete with, but otherwise, it was a nonissue. Certainly a nonissue with spouses.

No, it’s just as possible that Barney sought out one of her long-defeated foes that had given her a run for her money. Hell, maybe he summoned up old Berta and died in a pool of his own blood. The image made her smile. She might have to get in touch with Berta, but the two had parted on decent terms, if a showdown with a twenty-eight-year-old priestess that blew up half the academy could be considered decent. Still, maybe that conversation could be civil.

Geela spent the rest of her walk back to the Broken Drum pondering over which ‘old friends’ she needed to ‘catch up’ with.

She found the suite in utter disarray. Darkos must have taken her advice to ‘get out of the suite once or twice’ because there were books everywhere and even more pieces of parchment, strewn with messy ink. Darkos snored loudly on the floor, face resting on a long sheet, ink stains all over his cheek. Sympathy and irritation battled each other in Geela’s mind before she sighed and began stacking the books. The words ‘alerion?’ and ‘God of peace’ and ‘healing,’ ‘prayers,’ ‘temples’ were scrawled all over the room.

She’d just finished the first stack when Darkos woke with a jolt. “Alerion?”

“Not here, I’m afraid.” She dusted her hands off, looking at the cleaner room. “You wanna finish picking up this mess? I found Jane Arlington, by the way.”

He nodded, sniffing and rubbing his eyes. “Sorry, sorry, I induced a state of fervor and—wait, you said you found her?”

Geela smiled, straightening her shoulders. “Yes. I’m going to go take a shower, clean off some of the swamp smell, and then I’ll tell you what I found. Just… clean this up while I’m in there and put the kettle on, won’t you?”

The mess continued inside the washroom. Geela stepped in, face contorted in displeasure, looking at more papers and spilled ink. There were even words and runes and little prayer verses scribbled on the walls. She kicked the door shut behind her and looked up at the mirror, to see what damage the humidity had done to her hair.

What she saw froze her in terror. Not her hair, not the mess in the bathroom, not even the sweat stains under her arms.

No, what froze her was the word written on the back of the door.

NOIRELA

Her chest seized, and for a moment, she was struck breathless.

“Darkos!” she shrieked. “Darkos, what the hell are you doing? Get in here right now!”

The room spun as she stared at the door’s reflection, at the name of her loathed ex-Patron staring her straight in the eyes. She could feel the voidic powers inside her shifting to greet it and shut her eyes, blinking rapidly.

“Geela?” Darkos opened the door, and for a moment, the cursed name was out of her vision. “I’m sorry. Back at the temple, we’d induce frenzied states of studying, so I kind of lost myself.”

“And that spurred you to write cursed words across this room?” Her accusation held so much venom that Darkos’s face crumpled in shame.

“I’m not sure what you mean. They’re just verses—”

She slammed the door, never breaking eye contact with Darkos. “Tell me what that is doing on the door.”

He looked at the door and then back at her. “I don’t understand.”

“I’m not surprised. Understanding has always been your absolute worst trait. But scrawling that into the door, when you know my history, when you know—you knew—I don’t even know how or why or—”

“Geela, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

She took several deep breaths, grabbed the sides of his cheeks, and forced him to look at the door.

“That…” her words died in her throat.

On the back of the door read the word ALERION.

The two stared at it. Then back at each other.

Then, slowly, to the mirror.

NOIRELA

Back to the door, back to each other, back to the reflection.

Back to each other.

“Darkos, you are so screwed.”











CHAPTER SEVEN

We Need To Talk




Geela didn’t normally consider herself a pacer, and yet here she was, pacing. She was also ranting.

“Darkos, how, how did this slip your attention? How did we manage to go so long traveling without this ever coming up? You absolute pigeon-brained—no, you absolute crow-brained lunatic.” She let out a nonverbal ‘eurgh’ of frustration. “And of course, Noire’s followers worship crows. Blasted creatures of night and death. That wasn’t even subtle. How did you miss this, Darkos?!”

Darkos sat on the ground in the bathroom, shoulders slumped. His lips turned down, and his eyelids hung heavy and sad. Geela almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

Not yet.

“Well,” he started, “...you never asked…”

“Oh, so now I’m supposed to ask every person I meet who worships a made-up God whether that God’s name might secretly be the name of a terrifying Void Fiend spelled backwards.” Part of her wanted to shame Noire for such an uncreative ploy, but damn, it had worked.

He puffed up his chest a bit. “In my defense, you were the one who knew Noire’s full name this whole time.”

Geela opened her mouth at this but paused. The boy did, unfortunately, have a point. So she shut her jaw, which had hung open for just a second too long, and threw herself onto the bed with another ‘eurgh.’ She grabbed the nearest puffy pillow and pulled it over her face. “Why Darkos? Why of all the people I had to pick? Why you?”

“What?”

“I said, why of all the—”

“I just—with the pillow over your face—I can’t understand you.”

Of course, he couldn’t. So Geela just lay there, smothered by fluffy feathers. Oh, Darkos. Of course, it would be Darkos. How had his temple pulled this off? Did they just have a small village of people in the mountains that supplied a constant chain of hapless children into their order, only to be fed to Noire? How had they even survived to adulthood? Geela had barely made it a year.

She sat up, hair sticking out at all ends. Darkos’s normally chiseled face and brown eyes were puffy and bloodshot.

Geela groaned. “Oh, don’t make a mess of yourself. Good God.” She massaged her eyelids. What a mess today had turned out to be. The tantalizing prospect of being so close to Barney she could smell his pine-scented cologne had slipped through her fingers like a damn kid playing a trick on his friend, trying to get him to catch a rectangle of paper.

Betcha a coin you can’t close your fingers fast enough to grab this.

Darkos’s pitiful wail interrupted her musing. “Am I allowed to be upset, Geela? Can I have that?” His voice was both louder and way more broken. “What happens to me now, anyway? The thing, that thing, it’s gonna feed me to its babies or something, and then what?”

“You’re screwed is what.” She rolled over onto her stomach, studying the patterns on her bedsheet. Noire had been hard to fight off when it had only a fraction of her soul. Saving Darkos was going to be close to impossible. “We’re talking ‘better if you weren’t born’ screwed. Like when you use a corkscrew to open some wine and just shatter the cork into the entire bottle. That kind of messed up, over the top, ruin-the-wine-and-throw-it-all-away screwed.”

“Glad you can be so casual about this!” he yelled, making her shoulders tense. “I came on this big stupid mission with you for absolutely no personal gain. None. And I’m traveling all around, resurrecting you when you fall down hills like some kind of idiot, doing everything you asked. And now—” his voice cracked. “And now I’m just toast.”

Geela sat up in bed, her eyebrows knit together as Darkos slumped back on the floor, head down on his knees, crying.

“You aren’t for sure toast,” she said, her voice soft despite the hurt. “Just kinda in the oven, getting brown…” She rubbed an arm, voice shaking just a hair. “I didn’t know you felt that way.”

“Easy to feel like toast when I’ve got jack all in my corner,” he said, sniffing and wiping his nose with the back of his hand.

Geela got up from the bed, picking up a handkerchief from the side table. He probably didn’t mean it. He was just upset, just in shock. Just… 

“Hey, here.” She crouched down next to him and pressed her cloth in his hands. “I meant I didn’t know you felt that way about, you know… traveling? Me?” God, she sounded pathetic, and she had half a mind to slap herself for being so weak.

He swatted away the handkerchief. “Right. Cause everything’s about you.”

“All right, Darkos, you need to pull yourself together.” She straightened up. “I can talk about you if you want, but I thought it’d be better to let you calm down a bit before figuring out what to do next.”

He looked up from his knees. “What’s next? I’m a disintegrated cork in a bottle of wine, but you don’t even like wine, so I guess that’s fine for you.”

Consoling Darkos was on the list of things to do, but he was being a little baby, so Geela strode into the bathroom and began scrubbing ‘Alerion’s’ name from the walls. “No, I don’t like wine. I don’t like people either, but clearly, I like you enough to keep you around, don’t I?” Kid did not appreciate her enough, not for a single moment. “I mean, I accompanied you on your trip to take out the Dark Lord, didn’t I?”

“How can you possibly twist your trick into somehow you helping me?”

Magic would make the cleaning easier, but right now, she needed to do something with her hands.

Before she could respond, however, Darkos’s voice grew sad again. “Besides, you only ‘like’ me enough to keep me around until things get tricky.”

"Okay, first of all—” She stopped, throwing her strength into one last pass, effectively removing Noire’s name from the back of the door. One down, about seventy-three to go. “Noire is not ‘tricky.’ Noire is more powerful than literally anything in this realm. I know,” she paused again, really putting her back into the next instance of the name, “because I am the most powerful being in this realm. Maybe arguably, but there are only a handful of contenders. Meanwhile, Noire—” How did people wash things manually every day? “—makes my magic look like tiddlywinks.”

“Tiddlywinks?”

“Exactly.” She pointed at him. “So this is going to be a lot more work than ‘tricky.’ I hope you’re ready for a trip to the Void Realm.”

His voice grew muffled as he buried his face again. “I’m not gonna last one minute there. I don’t even know how to find it.”

Geela groaned, threw her hands up in the air, and chucked the rag at him. “Well, lucky I’m the navigator then. You can’t even fold a map, much less read one.”

He picked up the rag, staring at it, his eyes bouncing back a quelled light of hope. “You’ll… help me find it?”

Geela stared out of the bathroom at him, eyes narrowed for a moment as she parsed this. Then her eyebrows slanted upward. The fool. The poor bloody fool. It was no wonder he’d lashed out, as abandoned as he likely felt. When she spoke, her voice was as soft as she could make it. “You know I’m coming with you, right?”

He just stared at the cloth, face going very red. After a moment, he looked past it, making eye contact with her. “You—you are?”

Geela rose to her feet. “Get to scrubbing. I need to find some old books, chart a course.” She passed him, shaking her head and muttering, “Good lord, Darkos.”

After a second, he got up and entered the bathroom, wiping down the walls. With one or two swipes, the stains disappeared beneath his muscular hands. Geela stared at her own fingers, bright red with the work. How did he do it?

“I didn’t mean it, by the way.”

She barely heard his quiet voice as she started rifling through her bag. “Hmm?”

“All that stupid flack I said. ‘Bout you being an idiot. I didn’t mean it.”

While she technically believed him and absolutely understood, in hindsight, that he’d been speaking from a place of misguided abandonment, she wasn’t quite over it.

“I was just—” he started before letting out a long breath. “Nevermind. I thought I was gonna die. Or worse. Whatever it is Noire does.”

Geela deigned him with a nod, which was the most generous she was feeling right now, pulling out an old, weathered notebook from years ago. It felt slimy in her hands even though there was no moisture on the cover. Some presence clung to it like a spiderweb and could never be knocked off.

“Noire has six spawnlings. Probably not even spawnlings anymore after…” She flicked through the pages. “Darkos, what happens to the elders in your village? Your cult-temple-whatever?”

Darkos muttered something from the bathroom that Geela couldn’t make out.

“You have to speak up, dear.”

“There aren’t many. Most people find their calling, on their first pilgrimage out into the world.”

“Their calling?”

“They, uh,” he sighed, “find a new home, away from the village. We’re told they go to other temples of Alerion to practice, or they move to new homes to convert. Do you suppose that was a lie?”

Geela couldn’t imagine how it could be the truth, given Alerion didn’t exist, but she didn’t pressure him. “Mmmhm. Was there any sending off ritual? Anything that determined if you were, I don’t know, ‘ready’?”

“Yeah. Yeah, there was.” Darkos’s face puckered into a look of horrified realization. “Oh, man.”

Darkos stands in a circle with seven other fledgling priests, forming a ring around a series of runes carved in the temple floor. The other priests are all younger than he is, eighteen, all of them except one twenty-year-old. Darkos himself stands taller and broader than all of the other emaciated priests. No matter how much he fasts, he simply cannot match their fervor and it is for this reason, he is told, that Alerion has passed him by for so many years.

Darkos is twenty-six. He simply has not found his calling in the Sending Off.

The other priests look rather worse for the wear. Yes, they had all spent the past three days fasting sleeplessly, but while Darkos has circles under his eyes, the others are ragged and thin, skin and bones.

A great white light shoots from the rune, holding still in the air, its torrent of radiation captivating all before it vanishes.

“Oh Lord, oh God, oh Alerion!” intones High Priest, Leoth. “We thank you and praise you for this, your glorious light, which you have bestowed upon our new priests as they undertake their pilgrimages.” He shuffles solemnly to the circle, accompanied by the other two High Priests.

“Now tell me, children of health, what visions do you see?” The stern voice of the second High Priest, Anitemma, is cold against Darkos’s ears.

Especially because he sees no visions, no signs. Only the world around them.

The other newly anointed priests begin to exclaim excitedly. They’ve been blinded by the light and, in the darkness that shrouds their vision, they see images of wonder.

Darkos watches their frail bodies leap with joy, their faces perfect masks of ecstasy. His heart yearns with envy and longing. Even the older priest, the twenty-year-old, has a face of pure bliss. So she too has found her calling, after only one failed pilgrimage.

The High Priests never called them failed pilgrimages. If you were not given a destination by the most holy ritual, you simply sought your own path, finding ways to do good in the world. But those who found their calling, their course, set out on the journey specifically designated to them by Alerion, to their new homes.

Darkos is escorted back to the cold, white house he lives in with his parents. He is not permitted to sleep at the temple among the ones who were called. The High Priests will impart on them wisdom given only to those who will not return to the village.

By the time Darkos wakes the next morning, they have already left.

He sets out from home alone.

Darkos sat on the bed, shivering as he finished his story. Geela had already wrapped a blanket around his shoulders and pressed a clay mug in his hands.

“I put something strong in it,” she said. “You could use the soothing.”

None of it surprised Geela. The elder clergy used the ritual, ‘The Calling,’ to determine which priests had been fully used up by Noire. They would be sacrificed that evening, completing the ceremony, and Noire would siphon the essence of their lives to feed its bastard children. It was classic Noire.

But Darkos realized it now for the first time. The priests he’d envied so much had died, painfully, and now suffered in the darkest fold of the Void Realm. The pocket that didn’t know time, so eternity was a given. The pocket that didn’t know joy, so suffering was a given. The pocket that didn’t know light or hope or anything other than the pain of being drained cyclically forever. That pocket of the realm simply was, and the priests were nothing more than fuel.

“Can we save them?” he asked, lifting the drink to his lips. His hands shook so badly, Geela wished she hadn’t filled it so much. “Can we even help?”

“Careful, you’ll scald your fingers.” She watched his face, wondering what to tell him. Could they save someone whose soul had been fully assumed unto Noire? It was a crapshoot. Geela hadn’t exactly spent long hours chatting away with the Void Fiend, asking about its pastimes and what it did with its collection. She’d been close like that with Berta, as a young woman finally free to not associate exclusively with her peers.

With Noire, she’d been fourteen. She wore makeup to hide acne scars and pretended to get drunk when an apprentice swore he’d swapped out their nonalcoholic wine with the real stuff. She hadn’t exactly been confident enough to just chat up the Void Fiend she was serving.

“I don’t know,” she landed on. “We can try, but you are my first priority. We’re not doing any kind of self-sacrificing mumbo jumbo nonsense. Besides, there are other objectives before the Void Realm.”

The spiked tea sloshed over Darkos’s hands as he sipped it, and Geela winced. If the pain bothered him, he didn’t show it. “What’s first then? Do we need allies? An army?”

Geela laughed, the noise bubbling up through her tight chest like a much-preferred bottle of champaign. “I can barely work with one person. No, not allies, good God, could you imagine?” Then she sucked in a deep breath to compose herself. “Noire has clearly been busy. If it’s got your village set up in a little temple-to-sacrifice pipeline—and I remember you mentioning a sister temple too—then we’re going to need to cut those off.”

Darkos’s slumped face at her dismissal of his hopes to save his fellow priests brightened a bit. He took another slurp. “So we can go save my village.” His eyes grew solemn. “Geela, oh holy cro—crap, my parents are there!”

Perfect, more complications. But she added ‘save Darkos’s parents’ to her mental to-do list. “Right. Yes. We’ll save them. How many temples belonged to your order?”

He gulped down more. “Three,” he said, his voice just a tad slurred.

The tea was starting to hit, judging by his voice and drooping eyelids, so Geela pressed on. “Were they all in the Second Mountainous Region?”

“Nope. Sister temple was in the First Arid Region.”

She frowned, jotting this down on her parchment. “You’re sure first?”

“Well, the second is ten thousand leagues away from my home. So I think I’d remember traveling to that.” He finished his tea with a final, long drink. “Definitely the first.”

The First Arid Region wasn’t too far from the Second Mountainous, so at least they wouldn’t have to travel far. “And do you remember where the third was?”

He shook his head before stretching up, rotating his wrists, and yawning large enough that Geela could swear she saw his breakfast. “Maybe forest. Or jungle. Something with trees.”

Both Forest Regions, the Jungle Region, and the Wooded Region—so named because the inhabitants were far too proud to be the Second or Third anything—were on the far side of the Second Mountainous Region. It could be any of the four, but at least they weren’t on the clear other end of the realm.

“All right, we have an itinerary.” She blew on her ink. “Second Mountainous first, since we’re closest. That’s good for you; we can save your little hometown first. Get that off your mind.”

He nodded, once as a knee-jerk reaction to her words, and then again, more emphatically. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s a great idea, Geela. We’ll save my little hometown.”

“Good.” She stacked her parchment, earmarked her book, and stood up from the desk, yawning herself. Then she turned to find Darkos, a sleepy smile on his face, eyes fuzzy and distant. "Okay. Sleep time Darkos.” She slipped the teacup from his hands before tipping him over. He fell to the side with such rigidity that Geela was tempted to call out ‘timber!’

She didn’t because, of course, she didn’t, but the temptation was there.




* * * * *




By the morning, she’d devised a plan. Darkos didn’t wake up until noon, and she didn’t wake him. God knows he needed the sleep. She did too, having been up outrageously early the day before, but she had more pressing issues on her mind. Not to mention some irritatingly persistent part of her brain kept nagging her, asking what Barney had to do with this.

The idea of Barney running to Noire terrified Geela. Maybe she’d blown off the idea too soon. Maybe Barney had found out that she’d enlisted the help of a follower of Noire. Maybe he’d taken advantage of the situation and turned to the Void Fiend.

Geela had dismissed it because she hadn’t thought someone like Barney could withstand Noire for very long. Now she wasn’t so sure. After all, she’d never think someone like Darkos could have served the fiend for very long.

Thirty years. Pledged from birth. How in the realm had he done it?

Darkos gave a snore that reminded her of the pigs she used to sacrifice, and she pinched her lips together. How far had he been from that fate? It had been two years since he’d set out for his sixth pilgrimage, so by all rights, he should have gone back. Had Geela’s quest for vengeance saved him?

She smiled then. So her mission was doing him a little good.

With a loud snort, Darkos awoke, sitting bolt up in bed.

“I had a dream!”

Geela jumped, turning on him. She restrained herself from cursing him out, but just barely. He’d had a rough night, he’d had a rough night, he’d had a rough night. Instead, she pressed on a smile and smoothed down her skirt.

“Sleep well?”

“No!” His eyes were wide and bloodshot. “Geela!”

“Well, all right, are you gonna tell me about the dream?” she asked, already wishing he was back asleep.

“All right. There was a blackbird flying through the sky. It kept sorta cawing, but instead of a caw, it made this sucking noise. The world around it was a red-rimmed blackness, and… okay, there was a part with a boat. Or a cart. No, a boat, but a little one. Okay, no, forget the boat, but then there was a man.”

God bless the fortune-tellers who tried to decipher this garbage.

“Mhm, go on.” She settled at her desk again, turning back to her notes.

"Okay, I think this part was important. We were at the coffee shop, that one way back at Porterport by the Third Sea, you remember?”

“What happened to the man?” Geela asked.

“Hmm? Oh. Uh, he’s gone, but he comes back. There was a lady at the coffee shop with the same red eyes as the crow.”

“The crow? You mean the blackbird?” Geela dipped her pen in ink and started scratching at a parchment.

"Okay, right. Blackbird or crow. I don’t know. Is there a difference?”

“Mmm, not sure. Crow’s your field.” Though blackbirds were a sigil of Noire. Damn thing really hadn’t tried very well to disguise itself.

“Right. Okay, so the man. We’re back with the bird, but it lands on the man’s shoulder. I think it was Noire.”

“The bird? Probably just a scion. Noire is…” She shivered. “Oh, you don’t forget Noire.”

“No, no, the man. He was horrible. Huge and leering and ancient.” Darkos was getting excited, and Geela breathed out between her teeth before going back to her scribbles.

“I don’t think—”

“No, there was something unnatural. He had stringy, thin hair and a huge wart on his nose.”

Geela’s body went rigid. “A wart? What side?”

“The left. It made his nostril look all messed up. Like maybe he couldn’t breathe out of it.” Darkos exhaled. “The man did not look natural.”

Geela sat stock still except maybe a vein pulsing in her forehead and an eyelid twitching. Then her whole body flopped down, and she planted her face on the table.

“It was Noire.” Darkos sounded so sure of himself. “I knew it.”

“Nooooo,” Geela moaned. She knew there would be wet ink stains all over her face, but for once, she didn’t care. “That wasn’t Noire.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I’m sure because that was Barney.”











CHAPTER EIGHT

Now They're Both Screwed




They spent most of the next day burning anything with Alerion’s sigils on it. It was a dour affair, prying each afflicted article of clothing, book, journal, hand-knit doll, handkerchief, and candle from Darkos’s clinging fingers. But Alerion’s signs were all over them: the obvious crow, a subtler moon with a star in the middle, an ugly cluster of the letters of its name stacked on top of each other. His chainmail was the only thing they couldn’t burn. So they took it outside the city limits, where Geela called up a little storm and blasted the armor with lightning until all the rings were lost to swamp muck.

Then came the laborious chore of outfitting his new wardrobe.

Darkos stood listlessly, both depressed and hungover, as the blacksmith took his measurements. The portly man told them it’d take seven days to get the armor done. This number continued to drop as Geela layered curses on the poor man til he finally called all his apprentices in to work on it as fast as possible.

“It’ll be done by tomorrow morning, ma’am, promise. Can I please have my nose back?”

Fortunately, the tailors were easier to sway, and Geela spared no expense decking Darkos out in the fanciest adventuring gear that the seamstress could upsell her to buy. Geela knew nothing about the latest in questing fashion, but the woman promised that cured leather pants would provide better protection than uncured leather pants, and who knew better than an actual seamstress?

The clothes, no matter how fancy, did little to lift Darkos’s drooping lips. After a long day of shopping, the pair trudged back to the inn for one final night at the Broken Drum.

Geela made for the desk, waving a hand behind her to spur her clothes to tidy and pack themselves. “So we’re a fair bit out from your hometown.” She glanced up from her map to see Darkos sitting on the bed, head down. “Oh, stop your moping and pack your things. We’ve got an early morning.” Summoning up a deep breath, she began tracing symbols over the map. “Once we finish with the cults, we’re going to…” Geela let the sentence trail off. Defeat Noire? Was that really the plan here? Did they have a choice? “We’re just going to have to find a waypoint.”

Darkos nodded cluelessly. “Of course. How do we find a waypoint?” He walked behind her and peered over her shoulder.

“That’s what the map is for.” She finished tracing her pattern, and a flurry of lights flickered to life across the parchment, glowing a multitude of colors. “They’re not exactly a dime a dozen.”

“Looks like a lot of them to me.”

“A lot of waypoints? Sure.” She pointed at the washroom. “Go squat on the chamber pot and say the right words; you’ll end up in the Slime Zone. Waypoints, those you can find anywhere. There are four in this building alone. But to a realm like the Void Realm? No, that’s harder.”

“There’s a portal to another realm in the washroom? I always felt skeeved out by that toilet. Just figured it was a bad potato.”

Geela pressed her lips together. Of course, he could feel it. And, of course, he dismissed the ephemeral breeze of the delicately shifting realm as a rotten potato.

“Mhm. It’s not a bad waypoint to spawn in such an intimate room, though.” The Slime Zone was too primitive a realm for Geela to really worry about anything crossing through, but relieving yourself on a waypoint was like peeing with the door open to your restroom. Doesn’t matter if you live alone; you just don’t do it.

Darkos shivered. “Could something have come through it?” His voice held a note of life, even if that life was limited to worrying about slimes invading the washroom while he relieved himself.

She shook her head. “The slimes are still vying for sentience. It’s not a place I recommend visiting." She glanced over her map once again. Maybe taking out the temples would sufficiently weaken Noire. That must be how it was getting some of its power. Maybe that would be enough? More likely, it was still suicide, but Geela would at least have time to brainstorm more on the way. “Anyway, I’ve charted a path to get us to the Second Mountainous Region. We’re going to have to get through a couple more days in the Swamp Region. I’ve designed our daily itinerary to avoid spending any nights in the actual swamp. Obviously,” she added, a haunted tone to her voice. “So we’ll hop from tiny town to tiny town. Our next real city is Haymaker by the Volcano.”

“Haymaker by the Volcano?” Darkos’s voice held an oddly high note.

“The volcanic folks are strange people.” The little sketch on the map, an exploding mountain, looked up at her, mocking her. “I don’t think they quite understand the typical city naming convention.”

“We’re going inside a volcano? Isn’t that dangerous?” Darkos pulled away from the map and started pacing. Pacing was definitely more of a him thing, all muscles and serious face, striding to one end of the room only to twirl and storm back the way he came. He looked powerful, while Geela just felt immature. But looks were deceiving because Darkos was definitely the one being immature. “We ought to reconsider,” he said, more to the invisible thought he was chasing than to her. “Sounds dangerous.”

Yes, of course, their end goal was the Void Realm, and they had pit stops along the way to destroy three cults created by one of the most feared entities in existence, and Darkos was scared of a volcano.

“Oh, don’t be a baby. Haymaker isn’t inside a volcano. It’s situated around one. Only the little towns are actually inside the volcanos.” She marked Haymaker and rolled up the map.

“I don’t know about this, Geela. Sounds like how people die.” His pacing had calmed, but he still looked distressed. “Especially clumsy people who can’t even—”

“Enough of that now,” she said, putting an end to Darkos’s burgeoning insult. “You need sleep. I need sleep. The next closest town on our way is Brightbridge, and it’s a good twelve hours away, and if we have to camp out in the swamp…” She let the end of her sentence trail off ominously. The two had spent only one night camping out in a swamp before, and Darkos had promised her never again.

Never again.

That said, Darkos had a valid point, even if he hadn’t realized it. It wasn’t safe anymore, having him invoke Noire’s name to heal her. Could further damn his soul, and that really would be obnoxious. For someone as profoundly lacking in grace and dexterity as Geela, however, traveling without a healer very well may have been a death sentence. And if it weren’t for the fact that she was absolutely brilliant and never compromised, she might have had to pit Darkos’s salvation against her own life.

Fortunately, she was absolutely brilliant. She was also a terrifyingly talented enchantress and had been ever since she was little. If she didn’t have a healer in her back pocket, she would have to rely on a different method of keeping herself safe and alive.

An antiquated, inconvenient, and far more troublesome method.

A tiny, towheaded girl hops off the carriage, green eyes big as her head, as they take in the massive, golden gates of the Celestial Academy. Elegance drips from every twisting metal rung, from the marble columns, from the towering stone walls. Beyond them, the Academy itself stretches out, massive in its countless spires that touch the sky.

For a moment, she closes her eyes and inhales sharply. She can smell success, and she smiles.

“Oh my God, no freaking way.”

Geela’s eyes snap open as she turns to find the voice coming from a girl around her own age. The girl stands slightly ahead of two other girls, maybe like she’s in charge. Her red hair is down, loose past her shoulders, with only a few purple butterfly clips. Her uniform, the little pleated skirt and blouse, are crisp and clean.

Geela waves at her. Friends are an essential part of success, and she has to make a good first impress—

“Oh my God, it’s noticed us,” another girl says, this one with flat black hair. “Gross.”

“What’s your name?” prods the third girl, her fierce brown curls loose around her face.

“Geela.”

“Ha, more like Grossla,” the brunette says. “Ever hear of a freaking mirror, Grossla?”

Geela had picked out her outfit very carefully, months in advance. When she’d been accepted to the Academy, she went straight to work, enchanting an outfit so powerful, so delicately crafted, that it would knock the socks off the students.

It’s possible she’s knocked their socks off a bit too much. But the outfit had been her favorite back home, the frilly apron (that she’s allowed to wear over her uniform, she checked the rules), the large bow situated firmly between her pigtails (repurposed from one her sister used to own), and her large rubber boots (serviceable, in case it rained too much). All made of the plaid fabric her mother wove and all in Geela’s favorite color, fungal orange. The enchantments, durability, healing, and stamina, had taken her straight months to imbue, and she was reasonably sure they’d be a huge hit among her new classmates.

“Let’s never ever talk to her again,” decides the redhead. “See you never, Grossla.”

Geela had torn those stupid clothes off the minute she was in her dorm, but the damage had been done, and she hadn’t made a single friend that year. It took years for Geela’s rep to overpower those first few seconds, those terrible impressions with those awful girls.

Brittany, the redhead, had been the first to go. She now lived her life as an orange toadstool in some forest. Geela had long since forgotten where.

Just like she’d long since forgotten those atrocious pieces of clothing, right up until she agreed to help her wayward friend wrest his soul back from the most terrifying being that had ever existed. 

Geela didn’t go on quests. She didn’t adventure. She poofed around in clouds of smoke and billowing balls of fire. Start a war, yes. Fight in one, no. Protective gear rarely crossed her mind, so she rarely dabbled in making any. Hadn’t since those garments she’d made back at school and swore to never ever ever touch again. Even when she faced down the life-threatening quest to return to her castle, they hadn't crossed her mind. Why would they have, when she had Darkos to look after her?

And now she had to look after Darkos.

That’s why she found herself, less than twenty four hours after agreeing to go on this quest, trying to squeeze herself into a frilly, stained, and just a little torn apron from over sixty years ago.

She just had assets now that she’d lacked back then. Yes, the ribbon still fit around her waist, but above and below it, well, those had changed drastically since then. And because a dance teacher once told her that her feet were so delicate and dainty (often in the context of ‘so why can’t you manage this move?’) she’d kept them just as elegantly small as they had been when she was fourteen and received the compliment. So they still fit in those rubber, plaid-covered boots, even if she had to squeeze them over her calves. They bulged funny. The whole thing just didn’t look right.

The crowning glory of her shame was the giant bow. Oh no, little Geela couldn’t have just worn a ponytail like the other girls at her podunk hometown. She couldn't have just left her hair down, like the academy girls, and made the bow a clip-on.

Nope, she’d needed a bow she could wear with those damn pigtails. So now she had a bow that had to be worn with damn pigtails.

Haven’t you ever heard of a mirror?

Staring at her reflection, Geela quite thought that maybe the mirror wished it had never heard of her. She both felt and looked like she was going to explode out of the bright orange garb. It had been over fifty years since she last looked in a mirror and hated her reflection this much.




* * * * *




Their server the next morning noticed, choking over his explanation of the breakfast specials as he tried to take Geela in.

The innkeeper noticed, bowing and then double-taking, slack-jawed. Her murderous glare shut him up, and he waved them out with only a ‘glad you enjoyed your stay!’

The stable girl noticed, who brought them Shaun only to run off giggling.

Even the damn town guard who impassively watched people coming and going from the city hid a smirk behind his shield.

Everyone, it seemed, noticed. Everyone except Darkos. Darkos hadn’t looked twice at her as she’d left the washroom, head down, rubber boots squeaking as she sulked out. He just shuffled in after her, to change into his new, impressively crafted garb. His eyes beheld his own outfit rather glumly, barely registering hers. As they rode from Spirebrook, out into the swamps, he looked the perfect picture of regality and wealth.

Geela looked like a runner-up for the Miss Potato Princess Jr. pageant. And as the three-time crowned Miss Potato Princess Jr, Geela never placed second.

Darkos got to ride the mule for the first half of the day. Shaun was Geela’s pack mule, and she’d used that to justify riding him way more than Darkos ever did. He justified it by pointing out her dismal physique, which she thought was a bit unfair but didn’t push it cause it meant she walked less.

But with Darkos now unable to draw strength from ‘Alerion,’ he was going to need all the help he could get, even if that came in the form of Geela letting him have equal time on her enchanted horse donkey. Besides, this is why she had the boots of stamina.

Every step down made a squelching sound, every step up made a sucking noise, and both were miserably unpleasant to listen to. She couldn’t stop, though, not even to clean herself off. They couldn’t spend the night here. They had to move quickly. It would be a long six hours until lunch, and Darkos wasn’t looking to be good company.

He didn’t notice the first time she slipped and fell in the mud, nor the second, nor the third. Each time Geela grew more and more covered in mud, and each time Darkos’s eyes slid past her, lost in a dreary malaise.

It wasn’t until they stopped for lunch and he dismounted that he noticed—

“What are you wearing?”

Geela perched on the picnic blanket, futilely wiping ooze off her face and hair. She shot him a look far more venomous than anything this swamp could dream up.

“I’m wearing the entire swamp, Darkos.” She picked a string of moss out of her hair.

“I meant the orange… But let me help with that!”

At least he had some sense. They spent lunch in relative silence, Geela eating a mushed-up turtle sandwich and Darkos combing horrible things from her hair. Occasionally he’d shudder or mutter an ‘ew’ or a ‘what in the realm?’

Once he even gagged. Geela didn’t ask what he was finding. She just ate her sandwich, eyes closed, inhaling the smell of stewed turtle meat deeply, sweet and pungent enough to block out the boggy stench of the swamp. The minutes stretched by, and Geela allowed herself a rare few moments to enjoy the pleasure of having her hair fussed with.

“All right,” he said after an eternity of combing. “Still soggy, but at least there’s nothing living in your hair anymore.”

Geela could have gone her whole life without hearing that sentence. She rose to her feet, a bit wobbly. Her calves were furious at being squeezed into the boots and tortured for so long. They needed to come off.

“I get Shaun for a bit.”

Darkos knew better than to argue as she clambered up the poor mule’s back and hauled off her boots. The surge of pleasant energy that had kept her awake and alert cut off in an instant but at least her toes weren’t being crushed.

“You look worse up there than you did down here.”

“Thanks, Darkos. Just what I needed to hear. Put my boots in the bag now, won’t you?”

While he packed up their lunch, scarfing down anything that had survived Geela’s hunger, she pulled out the map. Her eyebrows pinched in concern. They weren’t yet halfway there. They weren’t making good time.

“Time check?” she asked.

He glanced at his watch as he folded the tablecloth. Then he froze. “Uhh.”

“What.”

“Oh, you know, just—”

“Darkos.” Her voice held a threat, and he hastily shoved the cloth back into the bag.

“Just about three o’clock. So come on now, let’s go.” His words were a rush of apology and panic. Panic was a good word. It prickled down her back as sweat beaded on her brow.

They’d made very poor time. They were going to spend a night in the swamp.











CHAPTER NINE

The Time Geela was Eaten by a Frog




A frog hopped by as Darkos pulled out the tent. He knew it was waterproofed, but that wouldn’t matter if they tracked mud into it. Geela barked at him to put down a mat in front of the tent door for their shoes. She didn’t do much else to help, eyes spitting daggers at him as he squelched through the mud, trying to get the stakes in the ground.

He couldn’t blame her much for her bad mood. Swamps always crawled with giant animals, and he wasn’t about to forget the last time they’d spent a night in a bog.

Darkos wakes at two o’clock in the morning to Geela’s terrified screams. He’d slept through the howling wind outside, but her piercing distress rouses him. The poor girl had already been nervous taking a shift while in the swamp, and her cries strike something in his chest, a protective urge. He springs to his feet.

Outside, he holds up a hand to block the wind. There’s something unnatural to it, an uncanny humming, but he has no time to process this. In the rapidly shifting light of Geela’s lantern, Darkos can see her batting away several massive dragonflies, each the size of a great eagle. They swarm down on her from a large hill just outside of his range of vision. She’s swinging her lantern at the bugs, so it’s hard for him to truly make them out.

“Geela!” he shouts and draws his sword.

She ducks, still crying, and he slices the wings off the foul beasts. Then he delivers a killing blow, for not even monstrously sized insects deserved a painful, drawn-out death. The wind still batters the two as he goes to help Geela up.

“Not just those,” Geela says through chattering teeth. “There’s another one. Darkos. The big one.”

Darkos looks up and peers through the dark, hair blown back from the wind, as the breeze grows stronger and the humming grows louder and louder.

Darkos spends the rest of the night chasing the fifteen-foot-long dragonfly, a screaming Geela held in its legs. Even as large as it is, it can’t get much altitude with Geela in its clutch, but that doesn’t stop it from trying. As the sun crests the horizon, Darkos finally lands the killing blow on the bug. Its wings slow as its lifeblood flees it, and it drops Geela into Darkos’s awaiting arms.

She whimpers as he heals her bruises and scrapes, combing insect slime out of her simple blond braid.

“I hate the swamp,” she says, her sweet voice trembling. “I’m never spending another night here again.”

“I don’t give two rat’s asses what you think; I’m taking first shift. I’m not going to be up past one AM. I remember last time. Oh, do I remember last time.”

Even through her rough, barked commands, Darkos could still make out those dulcet, wavering undertones, and through the fog of emotional devastation, he managed a smile.

She saw this smile and narrowed her eyes, as if expecting him to argue. Instead, he just nodded and finished the tent. His body felt heavy, and he wasn’t about to begrudge her wish. Besides, he could use the rest.

The two were serenaded by spring peepers as they pulled out their sack dinners. Geela opted for more turtle as Darkos defaulted to his favorite childhood sandwich, fruit preserves and crushed nut paste. The taste was bittersweet, as was everything that reminded him of his childhood, but as he bit in, he could smell his mother whipping up the sandwich before rushing to work. He could hear the lunchtime prayers. He could remember the all-points bulletin posted about how sandwiches with nut pastes weren’t allowed because too many of the acolytes had allergies.

He’d still snuck his in, though. No one made them better than his mother. This sandwich used the last of the small tub of nut paste he’d brought with him since leaving the temple so many years ago. Maybe he could restock when they went up there to blow the whole place up.

One of the little singing frogs hopped across the cloth as they ate in relative silence. Even when Geela did speak, something about how she used to like frogs, Darkos barely took it in. He wondered what Mom was doing now. Had she known?

“...I kept tadpoles as pets,” Geela was saying. “Frogs were always superior to turtles, and my rival that year kept three turtles, so I had to outdo her. It became helpful when we got to the dissection unit in school.”

“Mmm,” Darkos said, not quite taking her words in.

Geela sighed, and Darkos looked over at her. Her eyes dripped with some kind of exasperation and pity.

“Why don’t you just go to bed,” she said. “You need to rest after so much walking today, and I’m going to be up til one no matter what. I’ll just read something. You go.”

As he fumbled with his bootstraps outside the tent, his eyes drifted to the orange patchwork nonsense that Geela wore on her feet. Just when he thought he was starting to understand fashion, she had to go out and pull on some baffling piece of clothing and confuse him all over again.

He barely remembered making it to his bedroll, eyes just drifting shut, when Geela’s voice woke him.

“All right, sleepyhead, your turn. Get out.” Her voice was thick with sleep, and Darkos didn’t have to open his eyes to know it was now dark out. It had barely felt like a moment.

He fumbled through the black tent until he found the exit. The lantern leaning against the tent outside illuminated a depressingly dark world. He pulled his boots over his soggy socks and trudged outside, holding the lamp.

It was quieter now that the shift change between the diurnals and nocturnals had been completed. There was the constantly plonking drip of rain and moss falling from the trees into the goopy swamp water. Darkos rather felt that it was a good metaphor for his mindset right now.

His brain was the swamp. Alerion and his religion were the trees. In good times, they’d seemed magical and majestic, reaching out great arms up towards the heavens. Noire was the stagnant pools of water and mud on the ground.

His beliefs and morals were the blobs of moss that sloughed off into the marshy swamp floor, representing how everything he thought was good in the world was destined to end up in that black muck. And actually, the metaphor wasn’t half bad because that boggy water was actually what fueled the trees. So it all kinda came around.

The few remaining fireflies were like his powers, seemingly beautiful and magical, but up close were strange and alien.

Geela was the frog croaking in the distance. He couldn’t think exactly why. It just fit.

Darkos sat, enveloped by the muggy night, his brain plonking around in his brain, just like moss off the trees.

Plink.

Plink.

Plink.

Plin—

“Darkos!”

He came to, startled by the sudden awakening. Geela stood over him, arms crossed, face thunderstruck in panic and fury.

“I heard noises and couldn’t sleep cause I was freaking out about crocodiles.” Her voice was the pitch of hysteria that she likely deserved to feel. “I pop my head out to find you, slumped over next to the lantern, and thought, ‘oh dear, he’s probably dead, I’m stuck in the swamps alone.’ Oh, but no, no, you couldn’t be dead, overwhelmed by the terrifying monster I heard mopping about or, more likely, finally consumed by Noire. No, you just had to be asleep, completely abandoning your watch.”

He blinked a few times, pulling himself up to a sitting position. Swamp muck covered his face, and he tried to wipe some of the reeds off his skin.

“Sorry,” he said, voice barely a mumble. “I uh, just got tired.”

“Great, wonderful, great.” She picked up the lantern and poured some oil back into it, brightening the flame. In the newly enhanced light, he could see that she was wearing that orange dress thing still, even over her nightgown. He’d have commented on it when he heard a loud splosh.

Geela straightened up again, eyes wide. “What was that? Did you hear that?”

“Uh, probably just moss falling into the water.” It was a bit loud, but he’d heard similar splashes. There was an awful lot of moss on these trees. Darkos reached out to take the lantern from Geela, eyes downcast. “Sorry about sleeping. Won’t happen again.”

“No, it won’t.” She pulled the lantern away. “Because I’m taking over your shift. I’d rather be tired but alive than trust you to get us killed.”

Darkos felt bad, watching her squeeze into the rubber boots, grimacing the whole while. Maybe these were just her only waterproofed footwear. They should have picked up some while shopping the other day. He wasn’t really sure why she hadn’t.

Another big splosh sounded just as he’d started unlacing his boots.

“I don’t like that,” Geela said. “Give me your sword.”

This might actually pose more danger than it was worth. The only time he’d given Geela a sword, she’d managed to cut the tent in half and damn near her whole leg.

“You sure?” He gripped the hilt, a bit uncertain. “Could be risky. You remember last time—”

“Yeah, I remember. But if another giant dragonfly shows up—” She stopped and took a deep breath, as if to calm herself. “Should’ve gotten me another weapon. I did all right with that dagger. Why didn’t I keep that dagger?”

Darkos remembered the dagger too. Geela probably stabbed herself more with it than any foe, but yes, it was better than the sword.

“I have a dagger in my pouch,” he offered. "One second, let me just check." He started fumbling with his belt when another splosh sounded, this one really, really close.

A vast, rumbling croak rang across their little clearing.

“Darkos.”

Geela’s voice was very even and very controlled. Slowly, he turned back around to face her.

“Is there something behind me?”

She held up the lantern to illuminate a large shape behind her. Darkos could just make out its large blobs of eyeballs. Its mouth, close to the size of its body, opened just a little bit, and a long pink tongue snaked out, washing its whole face.

“Darkos. What is it.”

“Uhhh.” Darkos put his hand on his sword hilt again, unsheathing it in one slow movement. “Just don’t move.”

“Is it big?”

“Not… not too big.” It was at least twice as tall as Geela.

“I can hear something rumbling behind me,” she said. “It’s still there?”

Then she did the last thing she should have done. She reached out a hand behind her, her fingers coming in contact with the giant frog.




* * * * *




Darkos abandoned his sword in the now dead frog’s eye in favor of a more delicate dagger. Geela’s screams had faded to just a string of swearing and cursing as he began cutting the beast open.

“I’m really sorry about this!” he shouted, hoping she could hear him through the frog’s thick skin.

“I will kill every frog I see for the rest of my eternal life.” Geela’s voice, though muffled, was plenty clear. “I will cast down a plight upon all frogs. Not a single God blasted toad will cross my path ever again. I swear, I will call fury upon this cursed species like has never been seen—”

Darkos finished his cut, and the frog’s belly fell open, depositing a truly slime soaked Geela into his arms. The frog’s stomach acid began to burn at his hands and he yanked off his shirt to help mop it away from her face.

“Don’t,” she said, as he tried to remove the orange apron. “Just… leave that one be.”

“Right. I’m really sorry about this. I should have been keeping watch better.”

“Darkos, just stop.” Her voice had turned quiet, a broken little whisper that crushed Darkos’s heart.

Geela had done so much for him. She was putting aside her murderous revenge and all subsequent world-conquering schemes in order to bail him out. And not just him but his entire home. The woman crying in his arms had the world at her fingertips and put it on hold to save him.

He couldn’t even put aside his misery for six lousy hours and uphold a fraction of his end of the deal.

Ever since learning the truth about Geela’s stupendous power and admittedly dodgy morals, Darkos had questioned how genuine a lot of their interactions had been on the first quest. Truth be told, he’d been pleasantly shocked by how well her sense of humor, likes, dislikes, quirks, hobbies, and mannerisms had transferred from dewy-eyed maiden bit to her sinister evil lord reality. Still, he’d always wondered how much time she spent internally laughing at him as he puffed himself up all brave trying to save her.

But watching her sob and shake in his arms as he tried desperately to get the burning goo off her, he no longer had any doubt in his mind.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he kept saying. Fortunately, the stomach acid hadn’t burnt away at her skin at all. She hadn’t been in long enough; it had only started dissolving her clothes. “You’re gonna be okay. I’m really sorry.”

“I know,” she said, a sob still choking her voice. “I’m… I just hate swamps. I hate them, and I hate frogs.”

Just a few hours ago, she’d been rattling on about how much she liked frogs. He’d managed to take that from her. His whole body deflated in guilt as he finished cleaning her off. Once again, he opened his mouth to apologize, but something made him clip it shut. Geela knew he was sorry. He’d said it now at least three times. The sorries weren’t gonna help. Real, genuine change was.

Darkos was a priest. Yes, he’d accidentally been roped into serving a terrifying malevolent entity, but that was besides the point. He, Darkos, lived to serve and help and uplift, and he didn’t need a God right now to tell him that.

“I’m gonna be better, Geela. Promise.” That sounded better. A promise. No more moping about Noire, about Alerion.

He gave a big sigh and let a resolute smile cross his face.

Geela shot him a look. “What?” she said with a sniff. “You looked rather pleased.”

“I’m just thinking about how some of the other acolytes used to make fun of me. They’re not gonna be laughing when I save their souls from Noire, are they?” He scooped Geela up, freeing her from the miserable sogginess of the swamp. “I’m going to get you out of the swamp and get you to Haymaker and find you a nice inn to stay at. Promise.”

“A nice inn that I’ll be funding,” she said, her voice muffled as she pressed her face into his chest. “But yeah. Yeah, that sounds good.”

It had been a while since he’d had to carry her, not since he still thought of her as innocent farmer’s girl Geela. Somehow he’d expected her to be heavier now, as if the weight of her power and importance should contribute, but she was still as easy to carry as ever. Something about that tugged in his stomach, but he brushed it off and hurried back to the campsite. The sun, which had threatened the gloom with its dawning brilliance, now fought the morning fog to illuminate their path.

Darkos found his way back, guided by the ever-louder braying of their poor, abandoned mule, left at the tent.

“Shaun’s mad,” Geela mumbled.

“He’ll live.”

Darkos rested Geela on the mule’s back as he hurried about packing up camp. Busying his hands felt nice, and his head had cleared.

Alerion, his faith, his guiding light, it had all been a lie. A lie that would continue to sneak into his brain and whittle away at everything he knew.

But it wouldn’t destroy his sense of purpose because he had a clear goal. He was going to help Geela help him survive so that he could help her destroy her evil ex. Somehow it made sense, if just for now, and that’s all Darkos needed to continue forward.











CHAPTER TEN

Out of the Frog and Into the Fire




Solid ground had never felt so good. One moment, Geela was a floundering ship, struggling to keep her flagging mast above the water. The next, she was a triumphant boat, plowing its way up the shore, taking no prisoners as it tore up the beach.

It was possible Geela misunderstood the mechanisms of boats, but she’d never been on one, so this metaphor suited her just fine.

The change from squish to click under her heels as she crossed the threshold from the Swamp Region to the Volcanic Region flooded her with such relief that she almost flung herself to the ground, to kiss the cracked, dusty soil. She didn’t, lest she embarrass herself, but was pleased nonetheless to see Darkos had the same idea. The stately priest fell to his knees, offering a grateful moan and running his hands into the dirt, so dry that it escaped his fingers in puffs.

Four days of swamp traveling had been too much. At around day two, she’d started devising a plot to permanently dry up the region and remove its blight from the world. By the end of day three, she’d decided it would be her new project after saving Darkos and obliterating Barney.

After all that nonsense, draining the swamp should be easy, right?

As Darkos regained his composure and rose to his feet, he brushed some fine pebbles from his still damp face.

He caught Geela’s look and flashed her a rueful smile. “Feels good, huh?”

Geela couldn’t decide between offering this a rolled eye or a smile of agreement and compromised with both. “You’ve got dirt on your face. Let me.”

As she brushed off his face, she took in the area around them a bit more. The terrain, the cracked earth, the raggedy scrub brush, the steam vents that periodically belched up clouds of scalding vapor… Well, it wasn’t exactly what most people would consider a walk in the park, but it was so much nicer. And without too much in the way of obstacles, she didn’t need to look for a picnic spot.

She regarded Darkos’s clean-ish face with a nod of satisfaction and plopped her bag down at their feet. “We’re stopping here for lunch.”

Darkos frowned, reaching for his watch, but Geela wagged a finger.

“I know, I know. Ten thirty AM. Maybe eleven, but that’s a generous guess. However, I— we, I suppose—are on real, dry land for the first time in a week, and I am going to savor this.” She pulled the blue patterned blanket out of her bag, shaking it out twice, and watching satisfied as all the swamp scum and green stains faded from it, leaving the little cornflower embroidery clean. As it fluttered to the ground, she pulled the wicker basket out of her bag and began setting up the celebratory feast that she’d prepared the night before.

“When did you have the time to…” Darkos’s voice trailed off in wonder. The best food they’d had, honestly in months, had been meals from the Broken Drum. The chefs at the inn knew their craft, but every dish had a distinct slant towards swamp cuisine. There was a lot of reptile meat, a lot of marshmallow and sweetgrass, a lot of watercress and taro, all supplementing the meals when food less native to the region grew sparsely.

So how Geela had managed to concoct the wonders that lay before their eyes, well, it was a mystery to Darkos. Perhaps he’d forgotten that ‘summoner’ was on Geela’s lengthy list of titles. Well, it was a good thing he wasn’t tasked with remembering her many talents.

Calling up food from all corners of the continent on a nightly basis would be a foolish waste of energy, especially when her life was so consistently in peril. No, she needed to conserve power and use it thoughtfully.

Exiting the swamp called for a thoughtful expenditure of power.

“Where did you find goat?” Darkos stood, eyes wide, watching Geela unearth the treasures from her small bag. “Is that… that’s not cherry, is it?” His nose inhaled, confirming his suspicions, and he sat down, now suddenly very ready for it to be lunch. “Geela, did you really get saffron potatoes?”

Geela basked in the approval and reverence that she deserved after so much time suffering in the swamp. “Mmm, I thought I’d do something nice. We both deserve it.”

“Right. Here, no, let me.”

Geela didn’t stop him as he took over the task of setting up lunch. She took her shoes off, a rare gesture, and enjoyed the feeling of warm earth underneath her toes. Geela was never a run-amok barefoot child like so many of her fellow corn-loving friends from home. They’d always loved the feeling of grit underfoot, coming home, black soled and blistered, with callouses a plenty, while Geela traipsed home in her favorite boots, hiding delicate, sensitive feet, to the shame of her parents. But right now, that hot rock felt too good to hide from. Even indoors, in the various inns ranging from dingy to habitable, the closest to dry they’d managed was humid. They couldn’t escape the sogginess in the air.

After giving the area another once over, taking in any rocks big enough to hide a foe, any cracks large enough that something could emerge from it, and deeming the area safe, she undid her apron of durability and threw it on the ground, letting her chest fully expand for the first time in days. The garment, however distasteful, had done its job, protecting her through a crocodile attack, a fall from a tree, a swarm of medium-sized locusts—still far too big—and a poorly timed lightning strike. None of her enchanted garb spared her the pain, but the lasting damage was minimal and healed over time, thanks to the hair bow.

Darkos had commented on her ‘good luck,’ and Geela didn’t have the heart to tell him about the sleepless hours she’d spent tossing and turning after her whole body had been burnt by the lightning. She’d awoken the next morning healed up and ready to go, so there really was no point in mentioning it. Darkos had enough on his mind.

She’d been through worse, anyway. Teaching experimental magic to a bunch of ambitious teenagers while moonlighting as a blood cult leader had left its share of scars on her body—or would have, if she’d allowed herself to be scarred. The only scar she didn’t erase was the one she received while dissolving the Berta cult. She’d been helped by two of her students, Renby, a dazzlingly promising student who excelled in alchemy, enchanting, and ass-kissing, and Vera, an oddball on academic probation whose fascination in dark and corrupt magics Geela found endearing.

It wasn’t fair what happened to the two of them. Keeping the scar seemed only right.

“Geela!”

She smiled at the burst of elation. “Now, now, don’t get too excited. For one, it’s western seashore grape preserves, not second mountain valley grapes. I just couldn’t find them. And I didn’t exactly whisk the nut butter from your mother’s kitchen, but I was able to summon up some dried peanuts from a region or two over.” She picked up her apron and boots and walked back to the picnic blanket. “Made it by hand myself, so you’d better be grateful.”

Judging by the ear-splitting grin, he was. It baffled Geela that a sandwich could make a grown man so excited, even in the presence of such abundance as she’d provided. That half a slice of bread with a pittance of nut spread and preserved fruit could make him so happy… Darkos had simpler tastes than she did.

For her part, Geela tucked into a delicately crafted goat souffle, one that she’d taken an extra minute to cover with enough magic to stop it from sinking. A thin slice of honeyed bread, three steamed baby potatoes, and a cherry tart joined the souffle on her plate. The meal was pretty enough that she could just picture her vain students capturing its likeness perfectly on their spell tablets. Geela had never understood their need to immortalize these images, just to send the picture to their friends at home, gloating in the perfection of their food.

Surely she’d never done anything as foolish when she was a teenager.

To round out her meal, she plopped down a heap of mashed carrots and turnips, effectively ruining the aesthetic of her well-balanced plate. Darkos wasn’t the only one who needed some home comfort every now and then. Her grandfather’s wife used to make a carrot and turnip mash every year for Solstice. Despite the woman’s claim that the kids liked it, Geela was the only one of her generation to eat the dish. Her cousins just slipped it to the pet goat and lied through their teeth about enjoying it.

“So,” Darkos said, sandwich, crumbs and all, long gone, plate now heaped high with food, no concern over what touched what, “we’re still a few hours out from Haymaker.” His voice lacked the haunted note that often accompanied it when discussing the dreaded Volcanic Region’s cities. Good food will do that to you. “We’ll need to restock, I think. I’ve made a list.”

He had made a list—a list of everything they’d burned and hadn’t replaced in Spirebrook. Geela had also made a list of all the things ruined in the swamp. Haymaker’s finest merchants were going to be eating well of the twos’ patronage.

“Are there any villages between us and Haymaker?” Darkos asked.

Finished with her food for now—always better to eat slowly; it sated your appetite better—Geela brushed the crumbs off her fingers and began to undo her hair from the bow.

“There’s a place called Moonsault, but that’s an hour out of our way. And there’s a place called Knuckle Sandwich—”

“Geela!” Darkos’s laugh was almost a chide but so forceful that he choked on his souffle. “Your brain’s stuck on food.”

She regarded him through dark eyes, and his laughter quieted. “The volcanic people are strange.” Darkos’s eyes maintained an empty, clueless look, and Geela sighed. She abandoned the task of unknotting her hair and instead put her best lecture face on. “All right, I’ll give you the rundown—some things you need to keep in mind before even trying to understand them. They live around volcanoes. Some of them live in volcanoes. They don’t understand how volcanoes work, though, and that scares them.” This alone was sufficient enough to provide a good picture, but she continued. “Because they don’t really know why they’re still alive, they’ve developed some, shall we call them, superstitions. We’ll brand ourselves as outsiders, so they’ll go easy on us. Anything we ‘ought to know,’ they’ll explain, and then we have to follow their rules. Strictly.”

Darkos munched on his fourth cherry tart. “How do we mark ourselves as outsiders?”

“Honestly, they can tell at a glance. But they also set out beads at the entrances to their towns for newcomers to wear.” Geela turned back to her hair, fingers teasing out a knot.

Darkos nodded thoughtfully. “So why the sandwich?”

“Hmm?”

“In the name. Knuckle Sandwich?”

“It’s just—ow!” Geela winced after almost tearing a chunk of hair out.

“Here, let me.”

Geela didn’t stop him. He took a knotted lock and began combing it between his fingers. For someone with such broad hands, he was gentler than Geela could ever be. With him in charge, the experience went from eye-watering pain to sublime pleasure.

“Their king renamed all the towns when he was crowned,” she said, letting her neck loll back. “As a teenager, he was his academy’s star wrestler. Won regionals two years in a row before suffering a career-ending injury. I think he kind of peaked in school and could never let it go.”

“Their king peaked in school?”

Geela exhaled deeply. “It’s the volcanic people, Darkos. Though honestly, I’ve met regular folks with similar stories.” She regarded his screwed up face as he tried to understand this. “I’m guessing your academy didn’t have sports teams?”

“My village didn’t have an academy, Geela. We had a temple.”

“Right. So. Just take my word for it. Some people get really serious about school sports, especially with familial pressure. I think his father, an old university wrestling star himself, always wanted a son to follow in his footsteps. Disappointing your parents can really hit hard.” Geela almost felt bad for the king, whose parents hadn’t even shown up to his coronation. It was probably best for them, since half the coronation guests ended up temporarily switched into a different guest’s body, but that couldn’t be helped. The foolish king, sympathetic or not, hadn’t invited Geela to the coronation.

What was she meant to do?

Darkos hmmed under his breath, still parsing the logic of sports dads. “So…” he said, tabling it for later. “Are we stopping there? At—” he snorted “—Knuckle Sandwich?”

The village lay just about an hour away from Haymaker, so no real reason to visit. Still, it might be safe for Darkos to get his first introduction to the volcanic residents in a small town instead of a large city.

“Sure, let’s stop there. We’ll track down the regional directory and figure out what stores and shops we want to hit up while in the city.” It was an easy sell. Regional directories were always a pain to track down in large cities. More often than not, they’d been checked out of all the libraries, and the Clerk’s Offices often had long waitlists to even get an hour alone with it.

“All right. All right, sounds good. You’re done, by the way.”

She reached a hand back and felt her hair, smooth as cornsilk. “You’re a dear.” She climbed to her feet, stretching her back, a content sigh on her lips. Her hair was cleared of debris, her skin and clothes and feet were dry, and her belly was full.

She turned to find Darkos sitting on the cloth, staring unashamedly, his eyebrows just a little furrowed.

“What?” She brushed the back of her skirt. “Did I sit in anything?”

“No. Nothing like that. I’m just… I spent a lot of time moping about being lied to and tricked, but…” He shook his head quickly before setting to clean up the remains of their feast. “I’m just glad we’re here.”

“Yeah, the swamps were—”

“No, just, you know. Us. Here. But yeah, the swamps were awful. So thanks. For the feast and all.” He grinned. Geela sensed that there was more he wanted to say, but maybe it didn’t need to be said.

Darkos popped the last cherry tart in his mouth before scooping the dishes into the basket and holding up the cornflower blanket. “Help me fold this?”











CHAPTER ELEVEN

One Does Not Simply Walk Into Knuckle Sandwich




The path sloped upward as they approached the small volcano in which Knuckle Sandwich sat. The larger cities in the region clustered around active volcanoes, so no buildings were ever constructed in the actual chamber, but smaller villages often sprang up inside the dormant ones.

“If they’re scared of the volcanoes, why are their towns inside?” Darkos asked.

“They worship the Magma Goddess,” Geela said. “The Volcanic Region is the most monotheistic on the continent. People who remain unpledged or who follow other Patrons are shunned as pariahs.”

The volcano itself was neither excessively tall nor steep. It took them only half an hour to scale it. As they climbed, they could see the much taller mountain, around which Haymaker was settled, in the distance. Geela knew that when the sun set, you could see the glowing ember deposits across the exterior, providing light to the inhabitants. Right now, though, the scattering of buildings around the mountain was dark, and the volcano was quiet.

“Oh, dear God,” Darkos whispered as they crested the top of the smaller volcano. “They live down there?”

The sight managed to steal even Geela’s breath a bit, and she’d known what to expect. This was, she remembered, why the Volcanic Region, despite its oddities, was such a tourist hub.

The entire village was oriented vertically, with buildings lining the walls of the hollow chamber. Glowing rocks hinted at live veins just inches beneath the surface, and there were even two streaming waterfalls of lava that splashed down between the buildings. Geela inhaled the scent of brimstone and smoke, questioning the dormancy of this volcano.

Each building was carved from an outcropping of rock, with no real way to cross from building to building horizontally, no streets, and almost no bridges. Instead, narrow, twisting stairs or rickety ladders wound from various levels. A landing might have two or three buildings accessible to it, but if you wanted to reach any other dwelling, you’d have to descend or ascend to another level. Three precarious rope bridges looped in arcs across the center of the volcano and one strong, stone bridge spanned the full diameter.

Everything about the village screamed danger. Most worrying were the gashes of missing rock pockmarked across the interior of the volcano’s throat, where entire buildings or walkways had sloughed off and fallen. An unusual sight, and Geela shivered with misgiving.

“It looks a little run down,” Darkos said.

It did. Far more than it should have.

“All right, Darkos,” Geela said, her voice a no-nonsense clip, keeping her concerns to herself, “let’s get moving. We don’t want to spend too much time here.”

There were a half dozen spiral staircases or ladders at the lip of the volcano. Next to each stood a post with dozens of beaded necklaces hanging off them.

Geela eyed the closest city entrance, a swaying ladder, with a look of scorn. Darkos didn’t even need the cue to know that this ladder wasn’t going to cut it. He beelined straight for the closest staircase and grabbed two necklaces. Then they attached Shaun to the post, Geela leaving a little enchanted trough for him to drink from.

“You know what to do if anyone tries anything.” She patted him on the back, and the enchanted animal gave her a knowing look, somberly nodding his head.

The two pulled their beads on, officially adorning themselves with the garb that marked them as ‘foreign.’ Darkos took Geela’s hand and escorted her gingerly down the winding staircase, catching her on the occasion that she stumbled.

The village itself was quieter than Geela expected. Usually, you would move about a volcanic city in a sort of deadly tango, squishing past others up and down stairs, invading each others’ spaces just long enough to contemplate your own mortality before continuing on with your day. Geela hadn’t relished the idea, but the eerie silence disquieted her more.

Where was everyone?

“HEY!” The word registered as a whisper, even though it was loud enough to wake the dead. A woman, wild-eyed and frizzy-haired, stuck her head out of a window of the closest house. “Dontcha know it’s bad luck to—oh for the sake of sweet lady Salamy.” The woman kissed her knuckles and raised them to the sky, reverently, before her face contorted in rage. “Why do we have newcomers? OI HANK! WHY DO WE HAVE NEWCOMERS?”

On the other side of the staircase, a few feet above where Darkos and Geela stood, another window slammed open. A young man with a hat that likely was once a chicken stuck out.

“Ah Wendy, you’re worrying too much. They don’t look like the type that ought to be simmering up troubles.” He sighed and stared up at the sky. “First visitors we’ve seen since the sky fell.” The man disappeared back into the building for just long enough that Geela thought maybe he’d gone. Just as she opened her mouth to call back to him, he stuck a hand out the window and dropped a fistfull of salt on the two. Darkos shielded his face fast, but Geela took the salt straight into her open mouth. “Stay freely in our village as guests of Salamy. Not that there’s gonna be much of our village left.” With a little moan, he pulled his head back into the building and closed the window.

Geela coughed and sputtered, trying to rid her mouth of the onslaught of overwhelming flavor.

Wendy stared after Hank, shaking her head, nose puckered in disapproval before her eyes focused on Geela, who was scraping salt off her tongue. “Well, what do you have to say about it all?”

Geela spat hard on the ground before looking up at the woman. God, she hated being polite. “Ah.” Geela’s lips stretched into the most non-threatening smile she could manage, her mouth still burning. “Well. We were just passing by—”

“Good thing, too. Volcanic Region’s in a tight spot right now. Can’t sustain visitors. Real shame.” The woman kissed her knuckles again, this time on the other hand. “It’s just too dangerous, what with all the trouble and tragedy befalling the major cities. We figure we’ll last maybe another week or two before we’re snuffed out too.”

Then she yanked her head back in and slammed her shutters.

Darkos held up a finger, mouth open, as if to somehow address any of this, but after a moment or two, he closed his mouth and dropped his hand.

“Odd people,” he said, concurring with Geela’s earlier sentiments.

“Mmm.” They usually weren’t quite this doom and gloom, though. The sky falling, trouble and tragedy, unable to sustain visitors—usually, the Volcanic Region bustled with tourism, especially this time of year, so the inhabitants, though eccentric, were often welcoming. But neither Hank nor Wendy had even instructed the pair on any superstitious practices specific to Knuckle Sandwich. Geela wanted to leave this place in her dust as soon as possible. “Let’s not dally. The Clerk’s Office is usually on the bottom ring, supposedly to keep it safe from invaders. Because that’s what invaders would attack first.”

They wound their way down more staircases, growing hotter and hotter as they descended. Geela was forced to suck it up and descend a ladder when they found the only staircase leading to the Clerk’s Office blocked by rubble.

“That’s not usual at all,” she said, gritting her teeth, fingers white on the rungs of the ladder. “They usually keep their roads—stairs—clear of debris. Volcanic cities, especially interior ones, kinda have to keep their stairs in good shape. It’s not like a typical city where you can just go around—Oi, eyes down!” She didn’t like ladders, and she didn’t like Darkos being beneath her on the ladder.

“I gotta keep an eye on you, make sure you don’t fall,” he protested, several rungs below her.

“You can do that without violating my privacy.” The ladder swayed with each movement, and as Darkos dismounted, it shuddered enough that she squeezed her eyes shut, freezing in place until it steadied.

“I dunno why you care so much,” he said, painfully oblivious to her peril. “You’re wearing pants under your dress.”

“Which you wouldn’t know if you weren’t looking up!” she snapped, opening her eyes and continuing her descent—just a half dozen steps more.

He threw his arms up in exasperation, a well-timed gesture as Geela’s foot slipped, and she fell the remaining rungs into his outstretched arms.

She put on a strained smile, trying to hide her chattering teeth. “See? You’re doing just wonderfully.”

He groaned, helping her to her feet, but didn’t say anymore, as the two now stood in front of the Clerk’s Office. They couldn’t see much of the building, as it was mostly set deeper into the rock. All they could really make out was a single shuttered window and a shut door. Both were scarred from the debris that had fallen.

On the door hung a sign reading, ‘Please don’t come in anymore.’

Darkos yanked at the door twice, before he glanced back at Geela. “Locked. Maybe we should try elsewhere?”

“Where exactly? Knuckle Sandwich’s other Clerk’s Office?” She tossed her glittering, golden, oh-so-smooth hair. “Let me handle this.”

Darkos gave her several feet of clear space, perhaps expecting something spectacular, but Geela would disappoint him. She had several good reasons to hide her identity from the folks of the Volcanic Region.

Besides, there was no need for power when simple cunning would do. So, instead of waving her arms or beginning any incantation, she walked right up and rapped smartly on the door.

“Are you literally incapable of reading?” a harsh voice asked, setting the hairs on Geela’s arm on end. “There is a sign on the door. Read it. Good salamander, these people are dense.”

“I’m sorry?” Geela said, voice adopting an innocent tone, one Darkos knew well. “The sign says ‘please knock’!”

“It says what?” The door opened a crack, but that was all Geela needed. She stuck a foot in, and the rest of her was easily able to follow.

“We’ll only be a moment,” she said, as she pushed past the old Clerk.

“Really sorry about this,” Darkos said, holding the door open as he followed Geela. “Trust me; she could have done worse.”

The old woman, who’d spent the last few seconds contemplating just how quickly she’d lost control of the situation, now composed herself enough to shriek, “Out, out, out! Don’t you know what kind of trouble you’re asking for by—”

Geela held up a hand to ward off the woman’s shrill voice. “Enough of that. What are you trying so hard to protect? It’s a Clerk’s Office, not the…” she waved a hand, “Treasury of Knuckle Sandwich or whatever.”

“I gotta put my foot down about people barging in.” To demonstrate, the woman stomped a gnarled foot on the ground. “Besides, the whole town’s damn records are in here! We gotta keep the citizens’ privacy. We’ve gotta keep our privacy, what with the tourists… or at least, we used to.” Her shoulders dropped, though, resigned to her intruders. She shut the door behind them, arranging a few charms on the door latch before kissing a magnetic mushroom and slapping it on top of the others.

Geela watched the little ritual, lips turned down skeptically. “For your dedication to privacy, at least, I’ll call you wise.” Even the volcanic folk knew better than to blast the residence, employment, and God knows what else of every citizen for all to see. The swamp dwellers ought to take notice. “As it is, we haven’t come to dig up information on the fine folk of Knuckle Sandwich. We’re simply passing through, looking for some information on Haymaker.”

The woman’s face changed drastically. Her wrinkled nose drooped, her squinted eyes sagged, and the corners of her lips sunk.

“Woulda thought the news was widespread by now. Guess they’ve done their bit keeping it a secret, Salamy knows why.” The woman sank down onto a worn stone chair, covered only with a thinning purple sheet to give it a semblance of comfort. “What was your business in Haymaker?” she asked, fingers playing on the fraying edges of the faded lilac cloth.

Everything about this woman made Geela’s queasy stomach regret how much goat souffle she’d eaten earlier. This situation just wasn’t normal, even for the volcanoes. “We were just stopping through, actually. We’re heading towards the mountains and wanted to stop for provisions, stay a day or two.”

The woman nodded. “Was a time that any tourist might want to do just that. Ah, but those days are long behind us. It’s been many ages since normalcy has comforted our people.”

“What happened?” Darkos asked. He’d stayed quiet so far, eyes darting around the rough stone dwelling, hewn from volcanic rock. “Anything we can help with?”

Geela could’ve smacked that noble glint in his eyes off his chiseled face. It was like the boy’s only wish in life was to be entrenched into as many small town’s folk songs as possible.

She opened her mouth to say, ‘actually, please ignore him, we really don’t care that much,’ but the wizened woman’s whole face lit up. Geela groaned under her breath.

“Well, I’m not saying what can be done, but there’s a menace plaguing Haymaker.” She sprung to her feet, new life in her step, and began rummaging through her paperwork. “It all started two weeks ago. We got a message saying that trouble was brewing.”

Ah yes. Two weeks. Certainly what a sane person would classify as ‘many ages.’

“Right, yes, here we are.” The woman pulled out a scroll, unfurled it with a flourish, and cleared her throat. “Ahem. ‘Citizens of Knuckle Sandwich. We have dreary news to tell you. The witch who had long lived atop the tower to the north has paid us a visit. We did not have the tribute to pay her, and so she took our fire as payment. She stormed the governor’s office and put us under lockdown. We can no longer protect our suburbs. Sorry about that. ~Haymaker.’”

A silence fell over the small building, punctuated only by the rivers of lava making contact with the chamber’s core below. Geela’s stomach seemed to drop with it.

Darkos snuck a questioning, borderline accusatory, glance at her, but she shook her head imperceptibly. She had partaken in some rather nasty dealings regarding the Volcanic Region in the past, but she was in no way related to this ‘witch’ of the north.

“So, what’s that mean, take their fire?” Darkos asked. “Is that like some sacred Magma God thing?”

“No,” the Clerk said. “She’s extinguished the core of the volcano. Deactivated the entire thing. That’s why Knuckle Sandwich is so desolate right now. The protective powers in the fire of the Haymaker Volcano aren't spreading across the towns anymore. It’s supposed to rain down in firey ash and bless our villages with safeguards against deterioration.” She closed her eyes, squeezing her lids together tight. “I’ve seen this only once before, but I know the symptoms well.”

“Who did it that time?” Darkos asked.

Every muscle in Geela’s body went rigid as she snapped her head over to the Clerk. But she was too slow to say anything, too slow to stop the woman.

“The evil sorceress, Ja’Eel Scilatia, a most terrifying and wicked being.” The woman’s voice dropped to a tone of dread and reverence, and Geela’s cheeks flushed a bit pink as she steadfastly avoided eye contact with Darkos. “If it’s her again—”

“It’s not,” Geela said, voice terse. “I’ve, uh, done some research, and it doesn’t… the witch at the tower north of Haymaker, she’s been there a while?”

The Clerk’s eyes narrowed as she contemplated this. “Yes. Yes, I do believe she’s been there a few decades.”

“Right,” Geela said, still speaking a bit too fast. “Ja’Eel’s got some castle somewhere else and has been there for a bit. So this is a new thing.”

The Clerk shook her head, face somber. “Then it’s even worse than we thought.”

Geela straightened up, brow furrowed. “And just why do you say that?”

“Well, Ja’Eel, we can handle. She’s been quiet for a bit, less active in the last decade, so we figure she’s getting a bit old. A new threat, though, that’s truly terrifying.” She shuddered, her hands growing restless, and she began rifling through the clutter on her desk.

Geela planted her hands on her hips. “Well, I dare say some wench in a tower messing around with silly volcanoes is a far cry from the power and majesty of Ja’Eel.”

The Clerk was busy counting out coins from a jar, tapping each one twice, barely paying Geela mind. “Oh, most certainly Ja’Eel is scary. But come on now, she’s become a bit of a boogeyman. I told my kids about her as a bedtime story. They told their kids. But this new threat? I feel a dark terror when I think of her. No, this is something far worse.”

Geela knew her face was an unflattering shade of red, but she didn’t care. She pushed up her sleeves, mind scrambling for a curse when Darkos caught her shoulder.

“Well, in that case, it seems like we ought to go check out Haymaker!” he said, voice echoing loudly in the room. “I think it warrants a trip; see if this witch can be stopped.”

“We’d thank you kindly for looking,” the Clerk said, still counting her forsaken coins. “Not that there will be much you can do, but it’s good to see some young heroes active again. Maybe you can give that new witch something to think about. Something to show her she can’t just mess with the volcanic folk.”

Oh, Geela would give that witch something to think about. She’d make sure that every entity, deity, demon, God, and fiend alike from every realm and every universe wouldn’t mess with the volcanic folk again.

These heretics were her property now.








CHAPTER TWELVE

A New Challenger Enters the Ring!




There was a time when Geela knew everything there was to know about every dastardly going-on that plagued their fair continent. Usually, that was because she’d been the one to cause it. Those times, according to Geela, were clearly long gone.

“I take three years off!” Geela stood on the outskirts of Knuckle Sandwich, preparing a new costume. Darkos watched from a safe distance as she pulled bolts of fabric, sequins, gems, chunks of metal, lace, leather, and her horned helmet out of a swirling portal. “Three damn years, Darkos.” A bone necklace whizzed by his head. “Oh, this divorce has been real tough on me. I’m going to go on a little vacation!” He ducked as a spiky leather boot soared overhead. “Surely, I’m not going to find myself locked out of my own damn castle.” He caught a rather fragile looking mask as it flew dangerously close to an open vent in the ground. “I’m going to lose my rep. I swear I’m going to. People are going to start asking, ‘oh, where’d Ja’Eel go? I haven’t heard from her in a while. Has she lost her touch?’ I swear it, Darkos.”

Finally, with a large thud, the last of Geela’s costume pieces fell out of the portal. She stared at the massive pile of clothing and then up at the sky.

Then she looked at Darkos, bottom lip jutting out in a pout. “It’s not fair. I should be allowed some time off.”

The mere idea of someone threatening Geela’s position as top-dog in the evil witch sphere had put her in a thoroughly foul mood. She’d said the words ‘yes, yes, we’ll get your soul back, but I just want to pop my head in Haymaker, see what’s up’ about a dozen times as the two flew from Knuckle Sandwich in a frenzy of rage and confusion.

Darkos didn’t begrudge the detour. Geela needed a win, and he felt bad for the people of Haymaker, who were essentially being held hostage by this witch. If the two of them could take out this witch and fix up Haymaker, everyone would kinda win, and they’d move forward invigorated and appeased. The only thing that gave Darkos pause was that they just didn’t know how powerful this witch was or what she could do. He trusted Geela, but he’d mostly seen her deal with ex-mistresses of Barney’s. With the Clerk’s dire warnings, well, he felt nervous, and he didn’t normally deal with nerves. Which made him all the more nervous.

But if Darkos was in a bit of a state, it was nothing compared to the country Geela was in. Fury Induced Hysteria, population 1.

“We really have to rattle her.” Geela sat in the aftermath of her fashion fit, sorting through pieces of chiffon, scraps of organza, and piles of daggers. “If she’s in the business of putting out volcanos, she could be a fire or ice or void or even earth witch. So we want to avoid those routes with our look.”

“She’s also probably evil-aligned,” Darkos said. He picked up a shining white mask, running his fingers over the eye holes.

Geela nodded. “True. She might be looking to pick a fight with the Magma Goddess.”

Darkos shuddered. “Is Salamy evil?”

“Chaotic Good, actually. So, messy, but means well.” Geela’s fingers toyed over a pile of silver feathers. “You have a point, though. This witch is evil. Which means we might be able to scare her by coming off as some kind of good or order aligned force.”

“Not a scion or follower of Salamy,” Darkos jumped in. “But something opposite of the witch. Maybe you could even throw out a ‘You’re going to wish you were facing the Magma Goddess.’”

“Hmm.” She drummed her fingers. “‘The Volcanic Region is disputed territory between the Sorceress Ja’Eel and the Goddess Salamy, and we have no time for the petty intrusions of a mere witch.’” Geela’s face lit with excitement, and soon the clothes were flying again. “I’m going to find just the right look. We’re gonna make this terrifying. I can feel my creative juices flowing. There’s so many ways to take this, so many things to prepare—” She paused and looked up at Darkos, eyes narrow in thought. In one hand, she held a jade scimitar. In the other, she clutched a golden brassiere. “We’re spending the night in Knuckle Sandwich.”

Darkos had been nodding along with her as she spoke, watching the costume carnage, but stopped at this last sentence. “We’re gonna what in Knuckle Sandwich?”

“Spend the night.”

“It’s only three in the afternoon! We could still make it to Haymaker.”

“Darkos. Darling. Sweetheart. Sugarcheeks.” Oh boy, he was in for it. “Remember how I am not a sorceress?”

“I remember.”

“And remember how this witch shut down an entire freaking volcano?”

Her words clicked, and it was like a little flame leaped to life over his head as he put it together. “Oh. Oh. This isn’t just going to be an intimidation bit, is it?”

She straightened up from the pile of props, still absentmindedly holding the sword and undergarment. “No, Darkos, this is not. Prepare for combat. This is war.”




* * * * *




War took preparation.

This was something Darkos had always cognitively known, in the way he knew rain could freeze to make something called snow, or sugar could be beaten and melted to somehow resemble dandelion fluff. He took these for granted, despite his lack of experience.

This war wouldn’t be a war in the traditional sense, with military and soldiers and stern generals harrumphing around a table, pushing little models across a map. However, Darkos had a gut feeling that maybe this war could end up even more dangerous. Geela’s anger could probably reduce Haymaker to a sad pile of ash, and this witch was clearly no slob herself.

Geela and Darkos took up residence in the abandoned inn, The Pattering Thunderbolt. The owner, a sad-eyed man named Claude, had told them they may as well since ‘no one’s using the damned place anyway.’ Darkos couldn’t see exactly what Geela paid him, but his face lit up, not unlike a volcano roaring to life, so he could only assume it was generous.

“All right.” Geela laced her fingers together and stretched them outward, a motion that usually made a satisfying crack whenever Darkos did it. As it were, Geela’s fingers remained disappointingly silent, and she shot them a dirty look. “We’ve got some time to get this prepped.” She waved a hand, summoning up several sheets of parchment. Her quills danced to life over them as they fluttered onto the various discarded tables, so dusty they looked like they hadn’t seen use in months. “Since our goal is claiming the Volcanic Region as my turf, we need the citizens to both fear and respect me. If I, say, reduce Haymaker to a sad pile of ash or something stupid, the citizens are just going to revolt, and I don’t have time for that. So, civilian casualties to a minimum.” She snapped a finger and pointed it to him. “Do you want to be on that?”

Darkos blinked, not expecting an assignment. “On what?”

“On casualty mitigation. You care more than I do, so your heart will really be in it. Then I can focus on the real issue at hand.”

Darkos nodded. Then the impact of her words sunk in and he shook his head. “Geela, I can’t evacuate a city before tomorrow morning!”

She pinched a quill tightly, knuckles going white. “And did I say evac?”

“You want me running around trying to save them as you rain comets from the sky?” This somehow kept getting worse and worse.

“No. Lord, Darkos, do you really have so little faith?”

He winced at this. Then she winced.

“Ah, right,” she said. “Low blow. Sorry. All I’m saying is, I can imbue you with sufficient powers to make your job easier. People will do what you say, you’ll have the strength to fend off most debris, and of course, my magic won’t affect you in any negative way.” She tapped her chin. “Which do you think would be better suited for the task? Ice ray or force fields?”

Darkos swallowed hard. “F-force fie—”

“Good.” She reached into her bag and pulled out an ornate silver ring with a large, translucent blue gem in it. “I was hoping you’d say so. The ring of fields is so much cooler. The freeze ray charm is…”

“Geela, I can’t use that.” In his stomach, he knew that there was no harm in using other entities’ magic, now that he didn’t have to devote himself to Alerion. But it didn’t feel right. “It’s just… taking a magical ring and actually using it—”

“To save people? Does that upset your sensibilities?” She was annoyed. He could hear it drip from her voice in a tone that made him feel small and stupid.

“Um, no.” His voice was practically a whisper. “All right. I’ll use it.”

“Good.” She turned back to her plan, laying out details over the next few minutes, but Darkos just stared at the ring in his hand. There was no reason to fear it. He’d used Geela’s magic before. But always passively. A tea kettle that boiled water unreasonably fast. A bag that held some infinite number of things. An umbrella that showered on the holder when opened.

Now he was going to have to learn how to use this. Learn how to make fields, how big, how strong, where he needed them. It wasn’t just using an enchanted object; it was operating it. And he’d never done that for any magic that wasn’t Alerion’s. Noire’s.

After Geela had finished laying out her plan, she turned to her actual preparations, instructing Darkos not to interrupt her. Actually, maybe he shouldn’t be in the same room as her. You know what? On third thought, he should probably just go, leave her to the dangerous stuff. She’d teach him the ins and outs of the ring later. Shoo.

Effectively kicked out, Darkos tried to find something to do. There just wasn’t much to see around Knuckle Sandwich. The town lay in the shadow of Mount Haymaker, which held all the coolest tourism spots. Not that any would be open.

After an hour or so of wandering, he finally found something interesting. A small… well, maybe it was the volcanic version of a park. It lay at the center of the stone bridge: a large circular platform, a hundred or more feet across, covered in grass and dotted with little bushes, flowers, even a small tree.

The park was deserted except for a young woman with a little child, who was playing in a pile of sand.

Darkos ambled over to the edge of the park, looking over the walls. The barrier, almost reaching his shoulders, was sufficient to keep someone from falling, but it still unnerved him, knowing this whole thing was held up only by the bridge on either side.

“The protective powers in the fire of the Haymaker Volcano aren't spreading across the towns anymore.”

This park could be dangerous. It probably was, but this woman here didn’t seem too concerned. Could her judgment be trusted?

“Oh, ‘lo there stranger!” lisped the child. He tugged at the woman’s rough skirt. “Sisi, we say ‘hi’ to him?”

“Oh no, Jimmothy, that’s a stranger. We can’t be kind to them.”

“Hey,” Darkos said. “That’s not very good manners to teach your brother.”

The young woman, Sisi, stared at him through frosty eyes. “Oh, I’m sorry, stranger, did I upset you?”

She had, and Darkos’s shoulders sagged farther at the hostility of her tone. Just another place he wasn’t wanted.

“You made the man cry!” The child’s voice wobbled in empathy with Darkos’s blue mood.

“All right, all right, it’s whatever.” The woman grabbed the toddler and pulled him over to Darkos, clearing the short distance between them in only a few steps. “You’re new here. I can tell by your beads. Was a time when I’d teach the boy to be kind and considerate to folks like you.” Up close, her eyes looked less angry and more tired, worried. “He’ll never know those times, though. He wasn’t born in a peaceful era.”

Darkos craned his neck to look down across Knuckle Sandwich. “Didn’t the denizens of Haymaker only send word of trouble, like, two weeks ago?”

She shook her head, a wistful look in her eyes. “Peaceful times are long behind us. Tourists just don’t come by anymore.”

“We had a tourist visit for mama’s birthday!”

“Hush, Jim.” She scooped him up, regarding Darkos, nose twitching as though she could smell him. “Your clothes’re all new. ‘Cept our beads, of course. And that ring.” Her eyes narrowed, one lid twitching as she leaned in to inspect the charm. “Got something strange going on there.”

Darkos pulled his hand away. “It’s got an enchantment on it. It’s from a friend. Helpful magic. Force fields and stuff, to protect.”

“Hmph!” Despite the aggressive tone, she nodded her head sharply, chin jutting. “And good, too. That’s lightning magic. Repulses the dark.”

“You can sense it?” Darkos asked, growing excited. Sensing magic was a bit like smelling in a world no one else could smell in. You got used to it but finding someone else who could feel it was always exciting.

“What! Nonsense. Lightning is energy, energy makes force fields.” She scrutinized him again, nose wrinkling. “Only strange folks sense magic. The rest of us just know about it and like it that way.”

"Okay.” Some of the excitement had fled Darkos’s veins, but he kept up the conversation. “You study magic?”

“We all do. Gotta figure out how the mountains work, don’t we? Figure out why some have lava, and some don’t.”

The temple had taught a unit on volcanoes when Darkos was ten. The students had been tasked to craft a project to prove what they’d learned in class. The student with the best project would receive a free homework pass. Darkos had melted some rocks in a heatproof glass and had brought it to their instructor, to demonstrate the properties of magma. Every other student had brought a clay volcano model with a mix of sodium bicarbonate and vinegar, to mimic an eruption. Boff had dyed her sodium-bicarbonate-vinegar mix red, to look like lava. She’d won the prize. She always won.

That’s all Darkos remembered about volcanoes, but he was pretty sure that there was some science to explain how the volcanoes worked besides just magic. Then again, who knew how legitimate any of his schooling had been. He could practically hear Geela muttering about his teachers right now.

“So,” he asked, “do you know anything about the magic of the witch that snuffed Haymaker?”

The woman and child both gasped in unison, templed their fingers, and looked up at the sky.

“She’s nothing good, for one,” said the woman, still looking up. “Nasty work. Must’ve used some dark magic or ice magic or something to make the volcano die. Last time we saw it, it was one of those two, and they say this looked the same.” She shook her head, neck still craned upward. “Sadly, we can’t say more to strangers.”

“Ma’am, I’m going to be putting my life on the line tomorrow to take on this witch. If you know anything, it could make all the difference.”

Sisi’s head snapped down in an instant, her entire face changed. Her eyes glistened with admiration, and her cheeks flushed a bright pink. “You’re the hero everyone’s been talking about?”

“Uh.” Darkos considered this for a second—which was barely longer than the time he’d spent officially assigned to the quest. “We told the Clerk that we’d help out, but that was only a few hours ago.”

She grabbed his arm. “Word travels fast. Come on. We’ve been waiting for ages.”

Either this town sat in a temporal rift, or everyone here had a messed up sense of time.

“Where are we going?” he asked as they headed towards the bridge.

“Well, you can’t possibly think of going out to Haymaker tonight?” Her voice had risen to a totally different tone now, higher, or maybe poutier. It almost sounded like she was talking to a child, but Darkos had a feeling that this voice would never be used on Jimmothy.

“Uh, no, tomorrow.”

“Then you’ll be needing a place to stay! And just you wait,” she said, her voice holding a distinct giggle. “You’re about to have the best night of your life.”








CHAPTER THIRTEEN

An Evening Befitting Our Noble Hero




The three wound up and down ladders and staircases as Sisi toted Darkos through town. He’d initially worried about Jimmothy’s safety as they raced up spindly, twisting stairs, but the child was far lighter on his feet than Darkos could ever be.

“I’m gonna drop Jimmothy off at our parents’ for the night,” Sisi said. “I live with my friend Charice. You’re welcome to join.”

This was more a command than an invitation, but Darkos considered it nonetheless. Geela had kicked him out of the inn. Of course, she’d have to teach him to use the ring, but they could do that in the morning.

It was selfish, uncharacteristically needy to be honest, but Darkos’s ego could do with some company. Chatting a bit. Maybe they’d make dinner, and he could try out volcanic food. A nice, fun, quiet evening.

The two came to a stop outside a small rock door. Sisi banged on it twice. Then once. Then twice again. “Mother! I’m dropping Jimmothy off, out front!” she hollered. The young woman bobbed on her feet, fingers tightening around Darkos’s arm.

The door opened, revealing a stout, red-faced woman. “Oh Sisi, what am I going to do with—Salamander almighty, who is this foreigner!”

“Mother, this is—” she stopped and looked at him expectantly.

“Uh, Darkos.”

“Darkos.” Sisi turned back to her mother. “The man we’ve all been talking about?”

Sisi’s mom gasped even louder. “Lands and lakes almighty. You brought him home when I’ve got not a scrap to feed him with!”

Sisi shoved Jimmothy into the house. “Don’t waste a thought on it, mother. I’m taking him to Charice’s. We’re going to give him a night he won’t forget before he goes and dies horribly to the witch tomorrow.”

“Well, now wait—” Darkos’s comment was cut short as the door slammed, and Sisi began towing him through more stairs. “Sisi—”

“Please, Elisabeth.”

“Elisabeth?”

“My name.” She rolled her eyes.

“Not Sisi?”

Si—Elisabeth waved a hand dismissively. “That’s just what my family calls me.”

This wasn’t the most absurd thing for him to contemplate right now, but it was the easiest to understand.

“So you think I’m going to die,” he asked Elisabeth after a moment of silent thought.

“Well it’s either that or take down the witch. And no one’s done that yet.”

“How many have tried?”

She shrugged, releasing his arm momentarily to scramble up a ladder. Darkos was careful to keep his gaze low and not peer inappropriately.

“We don’t quite know,” she said, as she reached the top. “Maybe none, maybe a dozen. Maybe a hundred. Haymaker hasn’t said.”

“Then how do you know no one’s defeated her before!”

Elisabeth tilted her head. “Cause she’s still around.”

Darkos had no response to that, so he pressed on with his next question. "Okay, and when you said ‘give me a night I won’t forget,’ you just mean cause it’ll be my last night alive?”

The two came to a stop ahead of another house, this one quite brightly decorated. Elisabeth knocked on it, once, then twice, then four times.

“Chariiiiice,” she trilled. “I brought us a guest. And he’s spending the night!” There was an unusual amount of weight to this last sentence.

A rather shrill giggle emitted from the house before a raspier voice called back, “Ooh, two minutes, let me change into something more comfortable.”

Strange folk indeed, lounging about their houses in work clothes, only to change into comfortable clothing once guests arrive.

“Damn, good idea. I shoulda...” Elisabeth’s brow furrowed, and she began fussing with her hair. She pulled it down from its braid, running fingers through it, before throwing it over her shoulder in a gesture similar, if less effective, than Geela’s trademarked toss.

Then Elisabeth undid the top two buttons on her blouse, and Darkos realized that maybe, just maybe, he’d misread the situation.

The door flew open to reveal a short, curvaceous woman with long dark hair, a satiny robe, and not much else. “Oh, isn’t he a stud?”

“Ladies!” Darkos said, his voice rising to a pitch it hadn’t reached since he was twelve. He coughed twice, face flushing as the two girls fixed him with hungry eyes. “I just remembered, I left the kettle on. At the inn. I’m gonna… I’m gonna tend to that. To the kettle. Sorry I couldn’t stay!”

He turned and came face to face with three staircases, two ladders, and one sudden realization that he didn’t know how to get back to the Pattering Thunderbolt.

“Sir,” purred Charice. “We only want to show our gratitude. You are sacrificing your life for our village, after all.”

Darkos picked the closest staircase. As he went up, Charice drew her robe around her and followed him, Elisabeth hot on her heels.

“I appreciate it, I really do,” Darkos said, desperately keeping a neutral tone to his voice as he power walked up the stairs. “And, um, any other time, I’d be absolutely enchanted.” What was he even saying? “Really. Your, uh, hospitality is charming.” Sweat dotted his face, and not from the brisk pace at which he scaled the stairs. He reached the top, panting a bit too much, and immediately headed for the next ladder.

The girls remained undeterred. “Maybe if the house is too crowded, we could find someplace more private.” Elisabeth’s voice was that petulant, childlike tone again, but Darkos understood it now, very well.

“Ah, I’m probably just going to head back to the inn for the night.” His self-preservation battled with his intrinsic need to be polite.

“We can keep you company in the inn, then.” As the two followed him up the ladder, Darkos understood a bit more of Geela’s discomfort. And he was fully garbed in pants and a tunic.

“Ah, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” He didn’t even pause at the top of the ladder and instead beelined for the next staircase. How did anyone get around the forsaken place? There were no signs anywhere. Not even the buildings were labeled.

“Why not? We just want to bask in your presence a bit tonight. We won’t try anything.” Elisabeth drew a circle on her forehead with her thumb. “Promise.”

Darkos believed her. Maybe he shouldn’t, but he did. But the day had been long and stressful. It started in the swamp after all and had somehow gotten weirder. Geela may be annoyed with him, but she wasn’t nearly as high octane as these two women. Or maybe she was higher octane.

She was an octane he liked. He needed some familiarity right now before they marched to their deaths.

“Darkos, are you listening?” Charice’s voice wasn’t an unpleasant noise, but it made him jump nonetheless. “We said we wouldn’t do anything you aren’t comfortable with.”

“And I appreciate that! I really do! But uh, you really don’t have to come, I’ll be fine. And it’s getting dark.” Night fell fast in the volcano. Once the sun dipped beneath the lip, it was over. Darkos was learning this the hard way as the light diminished rapidly from the town.

“Then we’ll be stuck outside on our own, after dark!” Charice sounded thoroughly unconcerned, but Darkos’s stomach sank. Would the girls be all right if he sent them away now?

“It’s just…” He slowed to a halt at the top of the staircase, resigned to his fate. “Geela.”

Elisabeth’s face screwed up in displeasure. “Who’s Geela?”

“I’m Geela.”

The voice made all three of them jump. They hadn’t noticed the shadowy figure on the landing, face obscured by a thin, fluttery veil. As the woman stepped forward, it was impossible to tell where her smoky dress stopped and the shadows of twilight began. She stood, cloaked in grey, colored only by her glinting green eyes.

“This one is mine,” she said. Her voice was a low, commandeering intonation, and she placed a hand on Darkos’s shoulder. Then, slowly, as though each movement could shatter the rock they stood on, she turned her head to face the women. “Who are you again?”

Her question was rewarded with an eep and a sputter, from Elisabeth and Charice, respectively, before the two scattered, shrill little shrieks on both their lips.

As they vanished down the staircase, Geela’s shoulders dropped, and she waved her hands, evaporating the disguise. In a second, the veil and gown blew away like a tattered cobweb, leaving Geela in her travel dress. “Sorry about that. It’s a hasty thing, the whole dark bride look. I usually throw it on when I’m pressed for time but need to scare someone. It mostly just sits in the ether…” she pressed her lips together. With the veil gone, Darkos could see her cheeks were red and her hair stuck to the sweat on her forehead. “Just not my greatest show.”

“No, you were great. I shouldn’t have needed help, I’m sorry. I was being stupid. Just couldn’t tell them to get lost.” His shoulders drooped, anticipating her scolding.

To his surprise, Geela’s eyes softened. “Societal pressures are a unique and often unexpectedly paralyzing attack. They knew you wouldn’t know how to send them away.” She glanced him once over, eyes appraising. “Are you okay?”

He nodded, clearing his throat. “Yeah. Just annoyed.” Annoyed was barely the start. How was he supposed to face down Noire and get his soul back with nerves that flimsy? Was he just gonna cave and walk away, tail between his legs, if Noire said ‘no’?

“When I broke apart the Berta cult,” Geela said, gesturing up a nearby staircase for Darkos to follow, “the most nerve-wracking part was asking for the time off. I’d planned on dealing with her at midnight on a Saturday, forgetting I’d been scheduled to chaperone study hall that night. Couldn’t find a single person to cover me, so I told the dean that I desperately needed the evening off.” Her voice held a note of acid to it. “Apparently, I’d been taking too many vacation days. We got in a fight, he threatened to put me on probation, it really rattled me! Put me in a bad mood, come Saturday night.”

“Did he?”

“Did he what?”

“Put you on probation.”

“Oh.” Geela paused. “I don’t remember. I wasn’t exactly employed after the cult dissolution went so… poorly.” After a much shorter trip than he expected, the two found themselves back at the inn.

Darkos wanted to ask more about Geela’s story, but she stopped short at the doorway.

“Why were you out so late?”

In the dark, he could make out her frown, but not much else.

“I was going to that woman’s house. Sisi. Elisabeth. Thought it might be nice to have company for the evening since you were so preoccupied.”

Geela’s frown deepened. “I didn’t mean for you to stay the night away. I was just... well, excited for one. I had a groove going. And you kind of threw me off with your mood.”

“Sorry. It was the ring. Or using it. Or something. I didn’t mean to destroy your groove.”

She shook her head and then continued inside. He followed her, head still low. The tavern was full of a strange energy and tension that made the hair on his neck prickle.

“I’ve got a new one,” Geela said. “It’s fine. That’s not the… It could have been dangerous, off alone like that. You could have fallen. Gotten hurt.” Her voice was still terse, but Darkos could hear her trying to lighten it. “I’m sorry I kicked you out. I wasn’t even angry about the ring.”

“I’m not nervous about it either,” he blurted. “The ring. Elisabeth and I were talking about it before she got all weird. She mentioned that it makes energy fields.”

As Darkos spoke, Geela twirled her fingers to light up a few candles. “Well, I could have told you that.”

“But energy, that’s lightning magic.” He fiddled with the stone on the ring. “She said it repulsed darkness. Void magic. Maybe I felt so weird about using it cause all that Noire magic in me, like, reacted to opposite magic.”

“That sounds like a Volcanoers interpretation of magic. Almost logical and almost correct but ultimately neither really.” She went for an eyeroll but held back, much to Darkos’s relief. “Darkness and lightning aren’t clear opposites or I wouldn’t be able to control both. They are opposed though, so it does make some kind of sense that you’d feel like two opposite magnets pushing together.”

“Yes. Well, no, actually, two of the same magnets. They’re like…” Darkos stopped. Now wasn’t the time to lecture Geela on magnets. “Whatever, what you said.”

She frowned and perched on a chair. “Odd, though. I would’ve thought, since you haven’t used your magic in over a week, the void dregs wouldn’t have been strong enough to repel the lightning magic.” She shrugged a single shoulder. “But Noire still has your soul, so it does make sense.”

Darkos settled down on a stool, pleased that Geela had confirmed his theory on the ring. A weight had lifted off his shoulders, and his chest swelled as he took a deep, refreshing breath.

“Did Elisabeth have anything else to say about your ring?” she asked.

“No. Right after that, I tried prying more information about the witch. I got some stuff out. Sisi said maybe the witch was voidic? Or maybe she had ice powers? I don’t know, I didn’t get much after I mentioned that I was going to fight the witch.” He let out a low whistle. “Things got weird after that.”

“Mmm.” Geela lifted one eyebrow at him, biting back a smirk. “And those two, they were sisters. Sisi and Elisabeth?”

“Oh no.” Darkos shook his head, trying to picture two girls who could look less alike. “The short one was Charice. Sisi is just short for Elisabeth.”

Geela frowned. “How do you get Sisi from Elisabeth?”

“How do you get Geela from Ja’Eel?”

Geela jumped to her feet at this, already more agitated than Darkos expected. “Well, Geela’s a stupid diminutive.” Her face twisted at this, and her ears flushed a bit red. “Like Robert and Bobby but more country hick. They’re all stupid. Did you know Nancy is short for Anne? Did you know Yerry is short for Wysteria? It’s… it’s dumb, that’s all.”

Darkos fought a grin at Geela’s sulky look. “So why go by Geela, then?”

Her cheeks flushed even as her eyes turned dark. “Because Ja’Eel isn’t my legal name. It’s just Geela. Named after my Gramma Ja’Eel, but Mother was worried we’d get mixed up, so they decided ‘let’s just name her Geela.’ Damned woman.”

“Your mother or your grandmother?”

Geela shrugged. “Both? Yes? Gramma Ja’Eel died a month after I was born, run down by a caribou on the way home from our Solstice party. Blasted biddy could’ve spared me having a nickname for my full, legal name by croaking just a few weeks earlier. I never even met her.”

“Do most people meet their grandparents?” Darkos asked.

Geela smoothed her hair down, as if concerned it had grown frizzy in her family induced irritation. “Usually, as kids at least. Depends on the ages of your parents. Did you ever meet yours? Were they part of your cult?”

“They weren’t. Or if they were, they died before I was born.” Could they have been priests, sacrificed to Noire at eighteen? Maybe his own grandmothers were killed mere days after giving birth, and their children given to the temple.

“All right, enough pondering.” Geela’s sharp voice snapped him from his contemplation. “We’ll ask your parents when we get to the village, deal? But first, we gotta sort through this mess.”

Darkos let out a shuddery breath before letting himself fully fixate on Geela. “All right. What on earth have you gotten up to while I was gone?”

Geela fixed him with a smirk before spinning, waving her hands overhead to fully illuminate the room. The large, previously abandoned tavern was now filled with strange artifacts. Large stones that pulsed with magic, scarred with shifting runes. A tower of rings, each one larger than the one below it, so that it formed an upside-down pyramid that would never stand without magic. Above them, something shimmery and metallic writhed silently in the air, one moment looking like molten gold, the next like a snake. Darkos could feel the ring in his hand hum in pleasure and familiarity.

Geela turned to him, a knowing smile on her face as she took in his look of wonder. The woman never failed to impress. The heavy scowl was long gone, replaced by an enthusiastic and only slightly smug beam. She shook out her sleeves, laced her fingers together, and stretched them out again. This time, they cracked audibly.

Geela grinned. “Right then. Are we ready to get started? We’ve got some planning to discuss. Some logistics. And then,” her eyes gleamed, “I’ve got some energy magic to teach you.”











CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Enter Sinistrina




Darkos was a fast learner. At least when it came to magic. Picking up on social cues, or reading a room, or sensing motive, perhaps less so. But he could pick up on magic lickity-split. It didn’t hurt that Geela’s enchantments were effortless to use, so she could attribute Darkos’s success in learning the ring’s mechanics to herself.

She could, but she wouldn’t. Not entirely at least. There was an art, an intuition, to how he spun up flat panes of energy, how he arced them around himself, how he shifted them in size and strength through the air that was all his own. It just came naturally to him.

It also wiped him out, so they only spent a short period of time discussing the actual plan.

Geela would use her lightning to reignite the volcano. She’d already called up a mile high storm cell, which was merrily developing on the outskirts of town. It would brew all night, charging up quite the little light show. It was the endgame, the big finale, the showstopper. So she wouldn’t call on it until the witch was defeated.

Her enchanting and summoning were the real powerhouse tools. Both would come into play as she whisked her various artifacts on and off stage. These artifacts would be the primary source of attack and defense, so they had to be big.

Because she was going big, she needed her illusions. The idea was to pretend to be a light being, and as someone who’d pledged herself to the void, Geela was physically incapable of creating light magic. However, just because the two schools were diametrically opposed, didn’t mean she couldn’t hide her magic with a warm enough glow to fool even the staunchest of believers.

Her psionics kept the hostage audience malleable to Darkos’s suggestions as he moved about Haymaker, keeping people safe.

“The townsfolk will do what you say. I’ve sewn a net of suggestion over them. Each person has a handful of suggestions that they’ll accept from you. Maybe three or four, depending on their general strength of will. After that, it might get a little harder but hopefully you’ve proved yourself competent enough to earn their respect.”

She only planned on tapping into her void magic if it was absolutely necessary to keep the witch from leaving the battle arena. It made Darkos uncomfortable, and understandably so.

After the witch was defeated and Mount Haymaker was ignited, Geela had a few fae tricks up her sleeve to keep the witch gone forever from the Volcanic Region.

With lightning for lighting, illusions for effects, summoning acting as a stagehand, enchanting as props, void as security, psionics as an audience, Darkos as the most loyal usher ever, fae magic to fill the stage with extras, and of course, Geela, the star herself, how could the day possibly go wrong?




* * * * *




A crack of lightning awoke the two at precisely eleven o’clock the next morning. Geela sat up in her sleeping roll and stretched, yawning widely. Beside her Darkos lay in his roll, on his back, hands clasped over his chest. He stared up at the ceiling for a moment before his eyes slid to Geela. For a moment she thought he might start to protest, maybe back down, but then he grinned.

“Let’s go light a volcano.”

The first step was issuing the challenge. The witch had, allegedly, stormed the governor’s office and had everyone trapped in the city. Geela couldn’t discern how this lockdown worked, but Haymaker was surrounded by a large wall, so perhaps it was linked to the boundary. Whatever it was, they had to break it. That should lure this witch out.

This time, Geela and Darkos would activate their costumes before even leaving Knuckle Sandwich. They couldn’t risk the witch seeing them in civilian garb for a single moment.

They headed to the park at the center of the stone bridge. The two found the streets crowded by the entire population of Knuckle Sandwich, who all turned out in droves to watch them off. As the pair marched, the adoring eyes fell on Geela, and she glowed in the heat of their admiration the whole journey up to the park.

Once she arrived, she held out a hand in a hard slice, and the crowds silenced their jabbering of excitement.

“Citizens of Knuckle Sandwich by the Volcano,” she intoned, changing her voice to a hard but noble tone, brimming with righteous indignation and fire. “I thank you for housing my companion and myself this past eve.” She held out both hands to either side and, all around her, light began to pour from the heavens. A hallowed noise, like the roar of wind, like the song of strings, like the choirs of angels streamed down, engulfing them. “I take my leave now. Forward to Haymaker, to smite this being that has so plagued such a worthy people.” Her feet brushed against the ground as they were no longer held down by gravity. She looked to Darkos, who stared impassively at the crowd. “You ever fly?” she whispered.

His head jerked towards her and then they were lifted into the air, soaring towards the sky, the light and wind all around them stripping away at their common garb, replacing it with something new. Silvery, shimmering robes adorned their bodies as they hurtled upward. Platinum feathers formed at their shoulder blades, shaping into massive wings that radiated with celestial energy. Around each of their heads, glowing halos crafted into being, hers gold, his silver. Finally, the finishing touch, two masks, landed on their faces, formed with no features save two eye-holes, from which poured the light of holy, divine wrath.

When the shimmer around them faded, the two hovered, wings beating in the hot, dry air, just above the center of the volcano.

“Citizens of Haymaker.” Geela’s voice thundered for miles in all directions. “Gird your loins. Salvation comes at the hands of the one who truly owns you. Your redemption, a gift, from the generosity of one you once thought your enemy. Today, Haymaker, your savior is Ja’Eel Scilatia. For this land is contested territory between the Mistress of Lightning and the Magma Goddess Salamy. There is no space in our dispute for a petty witch.”

The folk were too far away for Geela to hear, but she knew they were gasping, pointing, whispering. In fear, in awe, in shock.

As the two began to fly towards Haymaker, Geela heard a sound over the noise of their wings thundering. It sounded like laughter.

“Darkos, what is so funny?”

His face may have been covered by the mask but she knew he was grinning. “I was just thinking. Those dumb lava people are probably claiming that they knew something was up with you. I bet people who have never met you are busy spreading rumors that they’d been theorizing ‘for ages’ that you weren’t who you claimed to be. Saying you didn’t fool a soul when you first barged in here.”

Huh. Clueless or not, Darkos certainly had the volcanic people pegged. Which made Geela feel all the worse about it. Those dumb lava people didn’t know a good show when they saw one.

The flight to Haymaker took under twenty minutes. She’d imbued the enchanted feathers in their wings with enough power to give them over an hour, to remove any concern about them plummeting out of the sky. Flying was far from Geela’s favorite method of transport, but Darkos seemed quite in the opposite boat. As long as he stayed well within Geela’s radius, he could do practically anything he wanted in the air, and he spent most of the first fifteen minutes floating in circles around her, sometimes lazily on his back, other times upside down, once even doing cartwheels. She’d had half a mind to tease, but it was too entertaining watching him play around in the air. She couldn’t spoil his fun. He needed it.

“All right.” She held up a hand as they got well within sight range of Haymaker. Darkos froze as she removed his freedom to fly at will and instead towed him along with her.

“Oh. Was I bothering you?”

“No, nothing like that. But we’re getting a bit close and we don’t want to look undignified.”

“Right. Uh. Maybe let me get off my back?

She turned to find Darkos, frozen still, flying on his back, feet first, arms raised as if he was doing a backstroke. It was a damn good thing the mask was hiding her silent laughter. Darkos had to think she was taking this seriously.

With a snap, she returned his freedom. “You may move, but let’s keep a good facade on for now, yeah? We’re a mile or two out and that witch will definitely be on the lookout.”

“Right, of course.” Darkos readjusted his position, flying a few feet below and behind her. He was really starting to pick this whole appearances thing up. If she didn’t know better, she’d herself be intimidated by the way his chest puffed out, the way his billowing white robes fell past his feet. While her garment had been entirely cloth, he had more armor and looked quite the part of the vengeful angel.

Evildoers beware. She smiled at that. How far he had come.

“We’re going to cross under my storm swell soon,” she said. “It’s not raining but note the golden lightning?”

“Hard to miss, but yes.”

“It’s just jumping cloud to cloud right now, building up power and illuminating the place with that whole ‘holy glow’ look. But it’s also available to call down. Again, you’ll be protecting, so you shouldn’t have to worry, but keep it in mind. It’ll overcharge your force fields if it hits them. Lightning on energy, not a good combo unless your goal is a fantastic explosion.”

He nodded and she could sense some nerves.

”You’ll be fine,” she said, keeping her voice brisk but reassuring. “You’re more of a priority than any of this, so I’ll abort if you’re at risk. No point in losing you over an ego battle.”

Below they could see the wall surrounding the town of Haymaker. As Geela had suspected, there was a dull light emanating from it. Darker magic than Geela expected. Good. Something familiar.

Geela summoned up the darkness within her, the black, the empty, the null. The field around this city would zap the life force from any who cross through it. Well, Geela could handle that. Her power focused, she summoned unto her the dark gem that she’d dragged from the heart of midnight itself. It materialized on her throat, encased in a bewitched choker that was bound to her soul so that it could only escape at her will. With both her darkest elements centered, she hissed a cursed command and the shield shattered.

“Darkos,” she said, her voice a righteous intonation, “you know what must be done.”

He nodded gravely and turned to the city.

Geela continued towards the volcano, her dazzling wings spreading light over the city. A brief glance down told her she’d spellbound the entire city, both with her terrifying presence and with an actual, literal spell.

At the top of the volcano stood a small figure. So the witch had come out to play. A wicked smile curved on Geela’s lips beneath her mask, and she directed her course straight towards her foe.

Up close, Geela could make out her features. The woman’s eyes were closed, her face serene. She was tall and well-built, dark raven hair billowing out behind her, her stocky frame shrouded in a dark robe. The woman was older than Geela. Or, well, older than Geela appeared. Her face had lines, her hair a streak of silver. As Geela approached, the woman neither raised her arms nor did she begin to chant anything. It was not until Geela was within ten feet that her eyes flashed open.

“Prepare to meet your fate.” Geela flew level to the woman standing on the edge of the volcano. The blasted ground was quite a bit below her own bare feet.

“C-come to reclaim your t-territory?” Despite the stutter, her voice held no hesitation. Only malevolence. “I’ve b-been looking forward to this.”

“Then you have anticipated your death. For these lands have been claimed by Ja’Eel Scilatia, Sorceress and Mistress of Lightn—”

“Yes. I kn-know who you are, Geela. Haven’t you left off a title? Mistress of the Void? And perhaps added one? Or are you truly a sorceress now?”

Geela paused for a moment. Then she slowly cleared the gap between the two and landed. “So. This is the game we play.” Geela’s voice had returned to normal, and a shimmer of fear and elation flicked across the witch’s eyes. “I don’t think we’ve been acquainted.”

“Ah, I’ve waited for this d-d-day. Allow me to introd-d-duce myself. I am Sinistrina. D-D-Daughter of the Void Fiend Noirela. It’s lovely to meet you, Geela.”

An old familiar chill ran through Geela’s entire body. A chill that reminded her of her childhood, her teenage years. Of being rejected by a crush, of failing an alchemy test, of slowly siphoning her soul away to a megapower that she’d accidentally pledged herself to. Those early academy years had not been kind to Geela. But while she’d managed to barely scrape by alchemy and didn’t even remember the name of the boy who’d turned down her invitation to the Pearly Star Social, Noire would always stand out as a mistake. A mistake that had come back to torment her in the form of Darkos’s polluted soul.

And now here. Standing before her. The fruit of its labor. An incarnation of its bastard void spawn.

Geela hadn’t known it was possible. She knew Noire had siphoned away power from the Mortal Realm to convert to sustenance. She had not known that its children could manifest.

The angelic mask clattered as it fell to the ground. Geela had no need for disguises here. She shook loose her golden hair and leveled the woman with her steely green eyes.

“So. Noire crafted you, did it? From darkness and the shredded souls of those it destroyed? Why did it send you here?”

The woman laughed. “Oh it d-d-didn’t craft me. I was not b-built and sent int-t-to this world. I was b-born into it. An infant—” she stopped, struggling with the words for a moment, her eyes never leaving Geela’s “—infant, unborn but blighted by Noirela’s p-p-presence, cursed to grow into m-me.”

Geela’s lip curled. This was far above what she’d expected to face. Not that she came unprepared. Geela always showed up to a knife fight with a lightning bolt, just in case her opponent revealed a sword.

“Unless you age abnormally quickly, I’ll assume you’ve been in this realm for some time.”

“Percep-ceptive. N-no, I have not shrouded myself with the same—” again she paused as she fought the word “—vanity that you have. Regardless. I’ve b-been sent to k-kill you and feed your p-power to Noirela.”

“Miss your siblings? Want to bring them here?”

“You misunderstand. Your fourteen-year-old p-p-power was enough for one. The rest followed. W-we only lack one.”

So five of its children were in the Mortal Realm? Geela could feel her past clinging to her like sticky shadows, shadows she’d thought long left in her dust. Geela had given Noire the power to bring one through and that one, probably this woman, Sinistrina, had pulled the rest.

“How have you summoned so much power?” Geela asked. “Have the other children been contributing?”

“S-s-so many questions.” Sinistrina tilted her head, her wild dark eyes glinting as though on fire. “You m-may ask Noirela when I br-bring you to it.”

Geela tilted her head back, a mocking laugh tearing itself from her lips. “You think you can bring me to Noire? Child, Noire itself couldn’t take me down when I was just a girl. You stand no chance. Duel me, if you dare.”

The woman brought her hands together, forming a damned symbol with her fingers. “A d-d-duel? Oh Geela, you may have grown in the past decades, b-b-but you have n-not outpaced Noirela. I w-will fight you, but you will end this d-day in the V-Void Realm”

Geela took in a slow, deep breath and felt the core of her power expand. “The powers of my soul fed you when you were a mere concept.” Her voice echoed with harsh whispers. “I can feel them within you. I can take them back. This duel will not end well for you, child.”

Sinistrina’s hands began to glow and dark shadows dripped from them like pitch. “M-my p-powers have ev-v-volved.” Her voice rose, cracking like thunder. “Pre-prepare to face the r-realm of shad-d-dows.”

The storm above them rumbled harder, the lightning lept from cloud to cloud, eager and restless. “I’m not afraid of the child of my old Patron. I’m a little disappointed Noire lacked the courage to come and get me—”

“En-nough! The time for talk has ended. It’s time to d-d-d-d-d—” she shook her head and pulled her hands apart, breaking the sigil she’d made with her fingers. “Fight!”











CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Showdown over Haymaker




A crack like thunder shattered through Haymaker as the air itself was rent in half. Darkos looked up at the top of the volcano in time to see a small figure clad in white flying backward. There was something graceless about how she moved, and Darkos realized… she’d been flung off the mountain top. He stood, slack-jawed, before beginning to run, futilely, in the direction she’d land, probably some several miles away. Just as he’d begun to run, all thoughts of the citizens abandoned, Geela twisted in the air. Then her wings sprung open, and her momentum slowed until she came to a still hover. Wings flapping almost lazily, she rose a hundred feet into the air before stopping, arms raised.

She emitted a high musical note, like a phoenix cry, and all around her, massive golden portals in the shapes of keyholes formed, slicing through reality. As they opened, a thousand or more shrieking winged beasts flew through them. They swarmed the top of the mountain as Geela pivoted in the air before diving to the mouth of the volcano, ready to do battle. Geela had that handled. He should’ve trusted her more.

Darkos didn’t get to see what would happen when she landed. Just then, the earth shook. He’d never experienced an earthquake, the feeling when the ground underneath your feet simply grows bored with its static nature. All around him, he heard the screams of the town’s people.

“She’s going to make the volcano erupt!”

“The earth will swallow us whole!”

“We’re going to die!”

“Oh, sweet Salamy protect us!”

Darkos took a step before the earth pitched again. He found himself, for the second time that day, flying through the air. Despite the circumstances here being quite different, he still didn’t mind the sensation. He found an optimal landing position just as his body made contact with the ground, and he rolled off the momentum.

Off to a good start.

Then he blinked and shook his head. There were now geysers of what looked like tar shooting out of the vents, far too many for him to protect everyone. This wasn’t a brute force kind of mission, though. He had to be smart.

For a moment, he could hear Geela’s sigh of ‘tall order.’ Well, wouldn’t she be surprised?

“Citizens of Haymaker!” His voice bellowed far further than it should have, far past the square they stood in. “By decree of the Sorceress Ja’Eel, you are to stay away from the vents.”

The responses were almost magical. Actually, technically they were magical, Darkos reminded himself, but knowing that didn’t make them any less impressive to watch. The people didn’t even respond as though they were mind-controlled. They simply streamed differently as they ran in blind panic, flowing around the vents as though the citizens were water and the vents were oil.

However, there was still that tar-like substance in the air to be dealt with. The geysers had propelled them so high that it had taken far longer than was reasonable to come back down. But they were coming down now, and Darkos knew they couldn’t be good.

Summoning Geela’s magic through the ring felt natural as breathing, and he punched his hand overhead with a mighty shout. A wavering field of green light shot out in every direction, faster than he could control it. His energy flooded from him through the ring as the field expanded to cover all of Haymaker, stretching beyond the walls, before he managed to clench his fist and stem the flow.

Then the tar hit. Despite pouring like a viscous fluid, it turned hard on impact and bounced, shattering up into the air and raining down again as dust. The ash coated his shield, vibrating as green light broke through the layer before it fully evaporated and blew away in the wind like dandelion seeds being blown on by a violently superstitious toddler.

The entire assault, from eruption to evaporation, lasted about twelve seconds, but they were the most epic twelve seconds of Darkos’s life.

Then he blacked out.




* * * * *




Geela stood on the cusp of the volcano, watching her onslaught tear at Sinistrina. The birds’ screams were so loud and their plumage so colorful that Geela couldn’t even tell if the witch still stood.

She glanced off the edge, sparing a hair of valuable attention on the city below. The dark magic that had erupted from Sinistrina had called forth an ugly substance from deep within the ground, rocketing up into the sky like a deadly fireworks display. However, before a single drop of the gunk could plink down on the poor citizens of Haymaker, a dazzling green shield sprang to life, covering the entire city.

Wonderful. As long as Darkos was remembering to take deep breaths and measure his expenditure properly, he’d be just fine. Geela needed to trust him more often.

A scream of fury drowned out the bird calls and drew Geela’s attention back to her own battle. Long gashes of purple energy sliced through the onslaught as the flock thinned, so Geela focused her own energy and prepared to launch another attack.

Finally, with one final flash of violet, the last of the birds fell away, revealing a frazzled, battered Sinistrina. Her hair was torn, her lip bleeding, and her eyes enraged. Geela took several steps away, towards the middle of the giant plug that topped the massive volcano.

“You th-th-think petty b-birds can st-st-top me?” Her voice was a distorted scream, and Geela bent her knees slightly, ready to jump at a moment’s notice. Something had been building in the air, something Geela could begin to feel in the soles of her feet, the nails on her fingers, something she could taste only when exhaling through her nose.

What was Sinistrina planning? She didn’t need this setup for a mere energy blast, pitch snares, voidlings, but then again, physical attacks were a void being’s playthings. A true master of the void didn’t need to rely on such gaudy attacks.

Geela needed to let her summoning rest before pulling the next artifact out, but there was no saying what the witch was building. After all, that first blast she’d hit Geela with… it was more than she’d expected from one of Noire’s children. If this hellspawn could manage something so powerful with such a flimsy attack, what was her full potential? Had Noire really grown so much more powerful since Geela had last done battle with it?

A shiver ran through the air, and Geela could taste metal. She could hear blood rushing in her ears, and she staggered. Though she managed to catch herself, her consciousness felt as though it had already fallen to the ground. Her body shuddered, and her knees buckled. All the energy she’d put into regenerating her summoning magic vanished. She needed strength, but as Sinistrina’s dark magic deconstructed the very components of the air around them, Geela’s body protested.

This was the magic Geela had waited for, and oh, was it stronger than she’d expected. Through the roaring in her ears, she could hear Sinistrina laughing and knew that the witch didn’t even need to launch another attack. This would be lethal if Geela couldn’t escape.

She clutched her head again, and her mouth swam with the same coppery taste. She knew if she spat, her saliva would be thick with ropes of blood.

Huh. An inelegant solution, but it could potentially work. So Geela spat, hard, the crimson bile landing a few feet beside the void menace.

“You n-n-never struck-k me as a sp-pitter.” The witch’s voice hadn’t quite returned to its casual malice, probably because she lacked the experience in fighting to keep herself calm and composed. She ground out the glob of spittle, the red of Geela’s blood vanishing into the dark heel the woman wore. Yes, heels. Not even Geela was that extra.

“I never swallow.” Geela pulled her head up to look the witch in the eye. “That filthy waste has no place in me. Why should I keep it when it likes you so much better?” As Geela spoke, her words laced with whispers. It had been a wise decision for Geela to focus the witchcraft she’d learned from Berta into her fae ancestry rather than into more blood magic. She just didn’t have the patience for sacrifices. But that blood magic still ran deep in her veins. And that magic, in her own blood, on Sinistrina’s boot, now twisted its way up the oblivious witch’s leg as she sauntered forward. Geela watched it for another second before the air pulsed again, and she fell.

Sinistrina caught her. “I kn-know you aren’t-t a sorceress,” she whispered. “I know y-you lack the strength for your c-c-cute little summoning t-tricks. Noirela told me ev-v-verything about you.”

Geela’s jaw hung slack, and more spit and blood spilled over the witch’s filmy robe. “You don’t know anything.”

“You used Noirela like a d-diary. A little g-girl using a dar-dark entity to p-pour her insipid little hear-art out.” Sinistrina stroked a hand down Geela’s hair. “Isn’t that a l-little cliche? Though I’m not sure wh…what any of us expec-ccted from you.”

“Noire knew me at fourteen.” Her voice was faint, but the whispers had grown stronger. “It doesn’t know what I’m capable of now.”

“You’ve l-lost this one. Look.” Through the darkening veil of her lids, Geela saw Sinistrina wave a hand at the surrounding land.

All around them, flaming comets plummeted from the sky. Darkos was out there somewhere. Here and there, a burst of green flashed. Geela smiled, even as her lips fought an uncontrollable twitch. She worried too much sometimes, relying on him. He hadn’t let her down so far.

“Those flashes are mine,” Geela said, her words slurring. “Protecting the people. They’ll dedicate themselves to me after this.”

“After this?!” Sinistrina laughed, but there was an enraged note to it, and she stomped her foot, her black skirts stained surprisingly red by Geela’s blood spreading upward on the fabric. “These l-lands are m-m-mine now. You w…will go to Noirela and it will d-do with you whatever it wants. I will d-destroy these lands. The last thing they will know is that you arrived t-to save them and f-f-f-failed miserably. They’ll s…say—”

“That they always thought I would. Just like you thought I would.”

“G-Give up. You c-can’t support your h-h-head. Y-Your p-p-power is flagging and will b-be gone soon. No magic gets stronger as you get weaker.”

“And that, my dear, is where you are wrong.”

Geela shoved the woman away with a strength that shocked both women. Sinistrina tumbled to the lip of the volcano, catching herself inches from the edge. As Geela stood upright, her usually vibrant green eyes flashed bloodshot and red. Her body hung as though supported by puppet strings. The power that ran through her emptying veins was something dizzy and giddying—an elation she hadn’t felt in several decades.

“Oh, Sinistrina. Your powers are derived solely from Noire and myself. Perhaps you should have left the fighting to us.”

From the edge of the volcano’s lip, the patterns of Geela’s blood that streaked the woman’s robes began to fizz and bubble. It spread, a hissing coat of malevolence until Sinistrina’s screams joined it.

“Wh-what is this! What—” Her stammer swallowed the second question, which Geela wasn’t too disappointed over. This bitch had nothing more to say. Geela raised her hands as she approached the woman. The corrosive blood continued to cover Sinistrina until only her face remained untouched.

Here Geela stopped it, peering closely at her face. The woman’s chin had a cleft. Her earlobes did not hang free but instead attached to the sides of her neck. Her brown eyes had flecks of orange in them. Geela had slept through most of her science classes (‘this, this is why you fail your alchemy tests, young lady, you never learn! Magic is more than just magic! There is science!’), but she remembered genetics. They explained people’s heights and eye colors; they could suggest an early death for one person and long life for another. They confirmed that Brittany’s best friend for life, Brianna, had been the product of an affair between Brittany's father and Brianna’s mother.

And now they made Geela question, where did the genes for this woman come from? Where had she come from? Who raised her, and what were the signs of her impending devolution to a child of Noire? Was she simply evil from birth?

No, there were too many questions. Too much Geela could still learn from this woman. So instead, Geela changed the nature of her blood from acid to stone. With her remaining strength, she called up her hair bow and fixed it up with trembling fingers to the ridiculous pigtails she hated. But ridiculous or not, it had healing properties, and as soon as she’d fed but a single string of hair through it, she began to feel better. It took probably another moment or two before she could stand again, on her own, without the power of blood magic.

She shook her head a few times in a gesture that often conveyed a sense of airy disinterest but instead saw her doubled back over, dizzy.

“All right, Sinistrina, you’ve had your fun.” God, Geela almost wished she’d just gone into battle with the damned bow on. Then again, she wouldn’t have been able to bleed enough to finish the fight, so perhaps it wasn’t all bad. “I have some questions for you, but I don’t think this is a good place for that. And besides, you seem to be in an awful lot of pain.” Geela sauntered over to the witch, who lay immobilized on the ground, clearing the space between them. The lazy swaying of her walk was a much better fit for her current condition, and an unconcerned smile graced her features. “I do hate to see it. So. I’m going to put you to sleep. Did Noire ever tell you about my somnus pins?” She twirled a hand, and two long hat pins appeared between her fingers.

Sinistrina’s eyes bulged, and she began to fumble for more words. Geela had, however, heard enough.

“You seem to be lacking the appropriate headwear for these.” She let the words land as she knelt beside the woman’s stone-encased body. “Shame. Your skull will have to do.”

With this, she jammed the two pins into the sides of the woman’s head. Sinistrina’s eyes blanked immediately and rolled up as her body relaxed into sleep.

“Sweet dreams, dear.” Geela then pulled out her bag, the bottomless one, and fished out a bolt of long, purple fabric. It’d do for now. She wrapped the witch up several times in the cloth before clipping it in a few key places to keep Sinistrina in place. Then, without fanfare, she shoved the swaddled Sinistrina back into the bag and slung it over her shoulder.

The air around her shifted again as Sinistrina’s curse lifted. There was something heavy and sticky in the atmosphere now, a side effect to the components of the air reconstructing itself, the unnatural destruction of the oxygen reversed.

There was just one more thing to attend to. Her storm had been swelling so long, the poor thing must be feeling sad and abandoned. Now was the lightning’s time to shine.

She spread her wings, the dust blowing away from beneath her feet as she took to the sky. Her mask reconstructed around her face; with Sinistrina gone and her ego placated, it was time for some well-earned worship.

A bell-like gong chimed out over the city as Geela ascended towards the sky. She reached into the storm, brewing and brimming and ready to go.

“People of Haymaker! Today, you are delivered by Ja’Eel Scilatia.”

Lightning poured forth from the towering thunderhead. Streaks snaked down, splitting through the air, each reaching into the plug in the volcano, holding steady, creating more and more lines connecting the volcano to the cloud.

“From this day on, you belong to me.”

With an ear-splitting explosion, a massive bolt struck the heart of the volcano, and lava erupted, shooting a mile high into the sky, pouring into Geela’s stormcloud. The water crystals in her cloud grew cold then, trapping the heavy rock as it cooled in the ice. Once the eruption finished, the little storm would safely float the massive rock to the earth a good several miles away, where no one would find it. Cleanup was a job best left covert.

As the final flecks of lava vanished into the sky, Geela sliced both hands out, and the clouds vacated the scene. The brilliant sun from above bathed Geela in holy light, and she inhaled deeply, imagining the applause and cries from below. Slowly, she descended back on the rim of the volcano, facing out towards the city. Behind her, she could feel the heat of the volcano, and it basked her with the brilliance of victory.

Now it was about time to visit the city proper. After all, she had to find Darkos and thank him for his stellar job. And then she had to make sure the people of Haymaker knew who to thank.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Just Smile and Wave




“The cannons are coming!” Darkos sat upright on the ground in a cold sweat, woken by a shattering cracking noise. He was covered in silty ash and drool, clutching his head. His hand burned, and he had a big lump over his right eye.

Bit by bit, his surroundings began to register, a shattered city and a pile of rocks burning cheerfully around him. Then his memories started to filter in: the sludge raining from the sky, the massive overuse of his power, the dramatic cut to black as his consciousness gave up on the situation in favor of a brief nap.

But how brief? Had the battle been lost? The inhabitants of Haymaker sent to an early grave? Was Geela searching for him now, picking up the bodies of the casualties, checking their faces, and throwing them down, disgust mounting as she continued her prowl?

Darkos considered just lying back down, falling back asleep, ready to wake up in a reality where this hadn’t happened. Or maybe he could hide in some rubble and never be found again.

He’d half made up his mind to do both and began climbing towards some broken building when he heard a voice.

“Darkos!”

Of course, Geela had found him already. Geela’s competence was unrivaled, and Darkos was a dumb, useless, incompetent—

His little miserable internal monologue was interrupted as he turned and saw her. Her white robes were stained with blood, and she staggered as she tripped over the rock and debris. She moved with more recklessness than she should, her eyes bright if a little unfocused. Darkos sprung to his feet, pain and dismay forgotten as he rushed to her side. He could spot an impending Geela accident a minute away.

“Darkos!” she shouted again, waving him down as if it weren’t clear that he’d already seen her. As the two grew closer, he noticed her eyes were not bright with excitement or really with anything successful. They looked worried, pinched brow, eyes wide, pale cheeks flushed.

The distance between the two had almost closed when Geela’s foot caught a pile of rocks funny. Geela may have disagreed with the use of the word ‘funny’ here as she stumbled and tripped, arms reaching outward to catch herself. Back at temple medic studies, they called that fooshing, and it could injure you more than just letting yourself fall face-first on the rocks. But Geela had never been trained to fall, so Darkos lunged to clear the space between them, shouting for her.

She didn’t even turn towards him as she fell and instead landed her entire body weight on her outstretched hands with a yelp. A string of curse words flowed from her lips, but she didn’t even hesitate as she scrambled to her feet, ignoring Darkos’s calls of ‘are you okay?’ and his offer of help.

Then, just as he’d reached her side, she staggered past him, hands held outward gingerly, completely ignoring him.

“Darkos, get up, you idiot!”

As he turned to follow her, the air felt thick and sticky, like he couldn’t move through it fast enough. He could barely follow Geela with his eyes much less his body, which moved as though he was wading through syrup. When Geela finally stopped, his eyes were able to focus, and what he saw made his body break out in a cold sweat.

Or it would have. It would have made him break out in a cold sweat, and it should have. It certainly felt like it did. But he couldn’t be entirely sure because, from his vantage point, all he could see of his body was Geela kneeling over it, about twenty feet away.

Darkos had heard of out-of-body experiences, usually in the context of religious revelations. But Darkos wasn’t having a spiritual experience. He was just watching Geela’s eyes frantically scan over his body, a hand hesitating near his face. It would likely take her another second or two to realize he was probably dead. He didn’t really want to watch, but the air was too heavy for him to look away.

Slowly, she reached out a hand to touch his cheek—




* * * * *




“The cannons are— Oh! Geela!” Darkos sat upright, eyes huge. He took in Geela’s irritated face, her head tipped a fraction of a degree to the side, her nose wrinkled.

“Bonk your head? You’re grey as a fish.” Her fingers tapped lightly over her wrists, and for a moment, Darkos had a mental image of her running through the rubble towards him and tripping. The idea that, after fighting the malevolent void witch, Geela’s most significant injury had come afterward made him laugh. Wouldn’t that have just been so Geela?

“Uh, no, I um, overdid it on the whole fields thing.” He snapped his neck about, left and right, looking at the dilapidated city around him. “Dammit. The witch—”

“All taken care of.” She lightly patted her bag, a smug look on her face. “Now, be a dear. I hurt my wrists during the fight.”

The bag walloped him in the face, and he was far too slow to catch it. She’d hurt her wrists in the fight. Of course, she had. He wasn’t even sure where the idea had come from, that the injury had happened after. Maybe in a dream—

—as the geyser runs dry of its vile sludge, the fissure in the ground soon overflows with legions of tiny dark maggots that swarm the village. Purple, white, and green radiates off him as he smites them down—

“I’m sorry,” he said, words a quiet, almost slurred mumble as he blinked the memory—dream, away.

“Don’t be,” she said. “You did fine. We’ll debrief later. We need to handle the townsfolk. I brought their volcano back, I’m sure you noticed.”

Darkos hadn’t noticed because he’d been dead to the world. How many people had died because of his incompetence? This was objectively the worst test he’d ever failed. Made being passed over by Alerion feel like a scolding. The worst part was that he didn’t know if Geela would be terribly upset with him or painfully ambivalent.

“Now, let’s go. Wings are almost out of flight, and I need to find the governor. Make sure they know what story to spread. I could have gone straight there but figured you’d want to be in on this.” Her conspiratorial smile was dampened by a twinge of pain watering in her eyes. “You weren’t half shabby yourself.”

“You couldn’t have seen me,” he said, as he pulled himself to his feet and slung her bag over his shoulder.

“Well, all right, no. I didn’t telescope my eyes. Didn’t care that much about watching you.” The two set off, picking their way through rubble, Darkos keeping a close eye on Geela. “But the fields protecting the city from the comets—”

Darkos watches the flaming rocks dropping from the sky, each as unholy as the last, and it’s a simple task to point the ring at each, developing a field beneath it, to catch and crush the flaming abomination to powder.

“—Impressive work. Remote projection, that’s more than I expected. I know we briefly covered it, but it’s been a while since I taught anything in earnest, so I’m pleased to see my skills haven’t grown overly rusty.”

Something was fishy here, and it was more than just Darkos’s complexion. Someone must have stolen Darkos’s ring while he was unconscious.

“What did she want?” he asked, trying to steer the conversation back to Geela, an easy task.

“The void witch? Oh my God, Darkos, you’re not going to believe who she was. It’s actually rather sobering. You may need to sit down.” Darkos watched her swaying, stumbling walk and grabbed her hand as she almost slipped. Again, he had the odd feeling that she’d already done this before. “In fact, this whole thing really complicates, well, everything. Your situation not the least of them.”

He nodded, focusing his brain to grab each of her words. “Who was she? Another friend of Barney’s?”

“Oh heavens, no. Though how dreadful would that have been? My ex-husband, sleeping with Sinistrina, child of Noire?”

Darkos staggered as though she’d hit him with a proverbial haymaker and knuckle sandwich in one savage sentence. The old one-two, to the stomach and face. His ears rang, and try as he might to clear them, the high shriek stayed there, sounding like maybe it was just behind him. When he glanced over his shoulder, though, there was nothing there.

“Noire has kids?”

“Six spawnlings that it siphons power off of its victims into.” Her voice rattled on, almost too airily for the conversation. “I used to be their primary battery, back when I was a girl. Noire must’ve used my energy to incarnate one in the Mortal Realm. Sinistrina. Apparently, she was born of mortal parents.”

“Did they know?”

“That she was a void spawn? No idea. But the name Sinistrina had to have come from somewhere. Good lord, can you imagine naming your child something so obviously dark without knowing she’d gone bad?” Geela shook her head. Then she held up a hand as the two walked up a narrow alley towards a main road. “Listen. People. Quick, masks on, I’ll clean us up a bit.”

Darkos opened his mouth to protest when he received a mask straight to the face as Geela jammed the accessory on.

“Geela!” he said, words muffled as he fumbled with the mask to sit properly.

“Ah ah ah. Shh. Hold up now.”

He’d just managed to get the eye holes to line up when his entire outfit grew scorchingly hot.

“Sorry, sorry!” He couldn’t see Geela’s lips move, as they were hidden behind her mask, but he could hear her unapologetic trill as she burned off dirt, blood, and all matters of goop from their clothing. “Just a little dry cleaning charm I have sewn into the outfits.”

“Dry cleaners use steam, not fire,” he grumbled.

“Oh, potato potato.”

“That doesn’t work if you pronounce them the same.”

“Well.” Geela snapped a finger, and the burning vanished in an instant. “My county knew how to pronounce it right. And only Tatertown by the Farms ever pronounced it with an ‘ah’.”

Darkos’s shoulder relaxed a bit as she turned her thoughts so quickly to potatoes. “So they pronounced Tatertown with a long ‘a’ but not potato?”

“Country hicks always think they’re so cute and quirky. Imagine calling it ‘Tahtertown’.” She scoffed, a disgusted noise in the back of her throat. “Tatertown was always the disappointing stepchild of the region. All right.” She straightened up. “How do we look?”

Darkos knew ‘we’ meant ‘Geela,’ so he gave her a full appraisal, twirling a finger to get her to spin. “Good. Triumphant.”

“Wonderful. I’m gonna blast them with light from the remnants of my stormcloud, so it doesn’t look like we just fumbled out of an alleyway. When I give the signal, run out onto the main road and look like you appeared there.”

“Got it.”

The stormcloud had clearly seen better days. Darkos wasn’t entirely sure what had happened to it since he’d missed almost all of Geela’s battle, but all that was left was a little puttering puffball that occasionally hissed out a trickle of lightning. Had it not been for his magic sensing, he might not have even been able to identify it as hers.

The little cloud gave its all, though, which was more than Darkos had expected. It shot down a torrent of light right outside the alleyway. Darkos didn’t need Geela’s hiss of ‘now!’ but he appreciated her following through on giving a signal, which was something she sorely struggled with.

They scrambled, rather inelegantly, from the alley into the main road and only had a moment to compose themselves into something regal and imposing when the cloud, much like Darkos a few hours ago, blew itself out on the spell and died.

As the light faded, the two found themselves in one of the city’s largest squares, surrounded by thousands of Haymakerians. Many clasped little charms or necklaces, several threw themselves at Geela’s and Darkos’s feet, several more all but climbed on top of each other to see them.

In the middle of the city square, Darkos was impressed to find a statue was in the process of being hoisted onto a large stand; a marble statue of a mighty angel with wings outstretched, with another, smaller angel below her, wielding a greatsword that Darkos was pretty sure he’d never seen before but looked so fitting in the statue that he questioned his memory. Wouldn’t be the only thing he’d misremembered. The only color on the statue was two glowing emeralds in the mask of the holy angel.

The volcanic people worked fast.

“Hail to Ja’Eel!” shouted a woman, who promptly face-planted on the gravel road.

This led to echoes of ‘hail!’ and ‘Gods bless!’ and ‘from the coals we were rescued’ and ‘may we be cast into burning, terrible fire.’ Presumably the typical shouts of praise and thanks from the Haymakerians.

Geela didn’t wave them down, nor did she tell them ‘settle down’ or ‘as you were.’ No, Darkos could feel a glow radiating off her more powerful and real than any magical light she’d conjured thus far.

Finally, as the shouts calmed, after an almost uncomfortably long period of three and a half minutes, Geela held up a hand. “Your governor has been restrained, so we are told. Their office stormed and locked down. Bring them to us so that we may leave a final word upon this land.”

“Will you stay and rule us forever? Crushing us underneath your boot and raining lightning upon those who defy your will?” a tiny child’s voice piped up.

Geela’s eyes found the little girl, her adorable face smudged by soot and her hair singed.

“No. I have far more pressing tasks than the subjugation of your people. Do not, however, forget what I have done for you. There may yet be a day when I return to call these lands my own.”

A cheer went up from the crowd, and Darkos couldn’t fight the uneasy thought that Salamy was not about to be pleased when she found out how easily her people had flocked to Geela.

Before the cheers had even died out, a small group of people hustled through the crowd, escorting a pinch-faced woman, whose eyes watered upon seeing Geela.

“Sorceress Ja’Eel,” she said, throwing herself a bit too forcefully onto the ground. Darkos winced at the sound of her body crunching on the cobblestones. “My gravest apologies for making you wait. I came as soon as I heard you were seeking me.”

“And you are the governor of this city?”

“Yes, oh angelic one. I am Lisit Lynne.” Her scratchy voice grew thick as her body quivered. “You may, if you so desire, punish me openly in front of my people for the failure I am. I took the honor of this post, this responsibility for the people of Haymaker, which you so generously blessed me with, and squandered it when I failed to fight off the evil witch.”

“Tell me of this witch. How long has she plagued your people?”

“Ages.”

Darkos sighed. ‘Ages’ was probably a week or two. He needed to get out of this place, get somewhere a bit more normal.

“Be specific. I have neither time nor patience.”

“Yes, my lady. Over twenty years. Longer than I’ve been in office. She’d dwelt in a tower many miles north of here, draining the volcanoes of their power for her own nefarious purposes that we could only dream of. Earlier this year, we heard word that smaller towns and villages up north had been affected by her devious schemes but foolishly thought she would not dare approach us. We lived in the comfort of ignorance for so long. And then, one day, she arrived. We should have prayed to you long before, to deliver us. We’re so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Darkos looked down upon the woman, whose voice choked with a barely concealed sob. Would Geela punish her?

“You had many years to recognize this brewing threat,” Geela started, her words heavy with sentencing. “Still, you turned a blind eye. And now look at the destruction razed upon your people.” Her eyes flashed bright green, and Darkos’s stomach tensed. “I trust, then, that you will read the signs better in your future. This has been an expensive lesson. Do not forget it. A second transgression crosses from ignorance to malice.”

The woman, still face-down, managed a jerky nod. “You are as fair as you are terrible. Thank you, your angelicness.”

Darkos’s body relaxed as he looked back at Geela. She swayed slightly where she stood, and he realized just how exhausted she must be. Still, she didn’t make to leave just yet, and Darkos wondered if they were out of fancy escapes, with the storm cloud gone and their flight time extinguished. Unless only hers was up. After all, Darkos hadn’t done much flying after landing and then passing out. Perhaps his wings had some juice left in them.

He beat them a few times, slowly, glancing sideways at Geela. She turned to him and nodded.

“Then I take my leave of this place, for there exist many places on this realm in need of liberation.” She reached out and touched Darkos’s hand. “You will see me again, when the rays of heaven know no limit, and the skies open forth with the righteous fury of the Gods.”

Then, hand contact still maintained, the two began ascending skyward.

After a few dozen feet, Geela spoke. “How much time do you have left on this?” she asked through grit teeth.

“Uh. I’m not sure.”

“How can you not be sure?”

“I don’t know how much time was on them initially, and I didn’t really count.”

“Drat.” She looked down to where thousands of people were staring up at her. “Drat,” she said again. “Never do flying when wearing robes. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. Also, this is going to look bad if we fall and die.”

Darkos was also a little surprised that she hadn’t thought of that, given her concern over stairs. The robes themselves were so long that Darkos knew there was no way even the most perverted citizen could see up them. Still, perhaps due to his enlightening experience with Elisabeth, he squirmed at the idea.

Then Geela’s second statement registered. “Oh. Right, yeah, how fast can we get hidden?”

“Fast enough. We’re just going to have to move fast. Hold onto my hand because if we break contact, one of us is going to die. Capiche?”

“Capi—Woah!” The two shot off at breakneck speed. Darkos wished he’d had the chance to take his mask off before cranking up the pace; although the wind blowing in his eyes wasn’t fun, he loved the feeling of it tousling his hair. He closed his eyes and inhaled the sharp air and the momentary freedom from the weight of gravity.

All too soon, it was over. They were preparing for a graceful touchdown when, about three feet off the ground, the wings gave out. Darkos, nimble as always, landed with the grace of a tiger. Geela fell with the grace of an overweight house cat into his arms.

She pulled off her mask, and Darkos saw how weary and puffy her eyes were. “Tomorrow,” she said, “we are celebrating. Promise?”

He grinned. “Promise.”

“Good.” She yawned widely. “I’m out. See you in the morning.” And then, as if blowing out a candle, Geela was asleep.

Although it was only about four in the afternoon, Darkos was one hundred percent in her boat of an early rest. He let her down gently before wrapping her hands and wrists so she wouldn’t roll on them as she slept. He barely remembered setting up the tent, nor did he remember crawling in and unfurling the bedrolls.

He did remember watching Geela’s light breathing flutter a little curl in her face and wanting to reach out and brush it away, but he fell asleep long before he could manage any such act.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Roll for Intimidation




Darkos and Geela rested for two straight days after the fight. Night one, they were so exhausted, they slept til two in the afternoon. Night two, they were so hungover, they also slept til two in the afternoon. Night three was just starting to encroach on them, the sun floating lower in the sky as the two broke out dinner—sandwiches because they’d eaten through all their good food during their little party—when Geela gasped.

“Oh!”

Darkos looked up at her, mouth poised over his sandwich.

“I forgot about Sinistrina.” Witch or not, the biddy probably needed water to not die, and the bag, though endless, did not promise immortality. A corpse was the last thing Geela wanted to stink up the thing. Besides, they had questions.

Darkos sighed, but Geela had no time for any protests.

“We can eat while interrogating.” She pulled over her bag and reached inside, finding a fistful of hair and giving a tug.

Sinistrina tumbled out in a disgraceful pile. She blinked, drowsily, at the pair. Her body was still encased by the blood magic stone Geela had conjured, but the somnus pins had long worn off.

“Ab-b-bout time.” Her voice was every bit as harsh a snarl as before, and Geela smiled. Good, not an ounce of remorse. That meant she got to have fun.

“Mmm, still the little fiery one, aren’t we? I’m honestly a little disappointed in you. All the promises of boundless power, and you fell to a little blood magic.” Geela took a bite out of her turkey and radish sandwich, not a shred of care in her voice. “I picked that up from the Patron I served after Noire, by the way. I guess a Blood Witch trumps a Void Fiend. Who knew?”

Sinistrina lost her mind at this comparison, sputtering and stammering unintelligibly.

“I didn’t know she couldn’t speak,” Darkos said, eyes large with bewilderment.

“Oh, she can speak just fine,” Geela said. “A stutter is just a stutter. Don’t ever let something like that affect how you respect a foe. It’ll get you killed. Besides, the stammer doesn’t really stop her from spewing the filth of the void.”

“H-how d-dare you—”

“Enough. Really. That’s not why we brought you out, is it, Darkos?”

He shook his head emphatically. “No. We brought you out to give you water so you wouldn’t die from dehydration.”

Geela’s smile froze on her lips. “Right. Darkos. A word in private real quick?”

She grabbed his arm and pulled him away a few steps. His wide-eyed guileless smile soured her mood just a bit, and she had to restrain herself from really snapping.

“I know you’re probably familiar with the whole good guard bad guard thing, but telling the prisoner that we brought them out to give them sustenance and comfort? Bad start.”

He frowned, puzzled. “We had to give it to her eventually.”

“Yes. But maybe—” she shot a glance at the witch, who was craning her neck to peer at them. Geela lowered her voice. “Maybe we could use that as, say, a bargaining chip? ‘Tell us what we want to know, or else you’ll go back in the bag until your mouth is drier than sand.’ You know. Intimidation.”

“Right.”

“Maybe stick to being strong and silent.”

“Right.”

Geela fixed him with a look. “Whisper any questions you have to me, and I’ll make them sound scary. Sound good?”

“Right. Thanks.”

The two strolled back over to the void spawn, casual as can be. “So. As Darkos here mentioned, we’re aware of your predicament. Namely, the need for sustenance to survive. We wouldn’t want you to think we’d forgotten you, even if that’s exactly what happened.” She smiled and settled back down on the blanket, crunching into another bite of sandwich.

“I w-won’t t-tell you anything.”

“But you were so loquacious on the volcano. So much to say. What’s changed? Is it Darkos? Big, strong priest has you so very flustered.” She tapped her chin. “Or is it just that you’re a little more embarrassed to dish out your master plan after it failed so catastrophically.”

The witch’s cheeks flushed, but she didn’t speak.

“So, let’s start with our little question and answer.” Geela reached for their pitcher and dramatically poured herself a glass of water. She brought it up to her lips but paused right before sipping. “Oh, I forgot. I already made myself tea. I guess I won’t need this.”

Sinistrina’s eyes followed the glass, and her cracked lips parted almost subconsciously.

“Hmm. Perhaps you are willing to speak. Let’s start with a simple question. You mentioned that Noire managed to bring five of its spawnlings to the Mortal Realm. Where are the others?”

“You’re m-mad.”

“Shame.” Geela let the cup tip, spilling some water on the dry sand. Sinistrina swallowed. “All right, we’ll start a bit milder. You said that my powers fueled your birth. You then set the stage for others—”

“I s-said no such th-thing. The f-first child w-was b-b-born using your soul energy. That was over sixty years ag-g-go.” Her flushed face contorted with anger. “I am n-not sixty years old.”

“Interesting. Darkos, do give her a sip. I don’t think she meant to give us information there, but she did let us know something interesting.” Geela waved a hand, and Darkos took the glass, pressing it to Sinistrina’s lips.

For a moment, it looked as though she’d refuse. But after a second of cool water lapping against her mouth, she relinquished and took a hearty drink before Darkos pulled back.

“So you’re the second? Third?”

“Second.” Her nose wrinkled in distaste, and Geela wondered if she knew how much Noire would punish her for telling its secrets.

“Ah, so quite a bit of time passed between children. That makes sense, if what you said is true. The first had to send through enough power for you to be born. Then you helped fuel the next with your own devious task. Draining volcanoes, really quite creative.” Noire had given Geela a host of tasks when she worked for it, including stealing magical energies from upperclassmen, shattering holy and powerful relics, and even once hypnotizing a teacher into opening a vicious nether portal to let through monsters such as blazes and wither skeletons. So it didn’t rely exclusively on souls to gain power.

“Those who d-d—” She scrunched her nose. “Perished when I shut down their energy source also f-fueled Noirela.”

“You sent the souls of casualties to it? Even without directly killing them?”

“N-no. But the expenditure of life r-releases a b-burst of energy. I st-st-stole that.” She looked smug, and Geela really didn’t want to give her more water after that. But they had to keep her talking, so she gave Darkos the signal.

“Brilliant. I’m sure you came up with this plan on your own, too. No help from Noire or the other children whatsoever.”

“I d-did!”

“And the other four all have their own schemes?” Geela tapped her chin. “What happens when you bring the sixth through?”

“Once all the ch-children are through and f-fully mature, we will use our combined p-p-p— strength,” Sinistrina paused, a bit too dramatically, “to summon Noire to this r-realm!”

Geela’s blood went cold. Nope, Sinistrina’s pause had not been too dramatic at all. It had, in fact, been not dramatic enough for this reveal. Geela tried to regain composure, but she knew that Sinistrina had noticed how thin her lips got, how white her cheeks became. “That will never work,” Geela said. “You’ll be out of the picture soon.”

“It d-doesn’t need all of us. The others have already s-sent thr-through so much power. Th-that’s why I told you. You c-can’t stop us.” Her voice had risen to that triumphant pitch, the one she had on the mountain, and Geela saw red. She almost stopped Darkos when he went to give her water but refrained when she saw how he just splashed the cup over her face, emptying it with barely a drop landing on her tongue. Good. He was just as angry as she was.

“We’ll find the others.” Geela’s voice fought to stay even. “What is your older sibling’s plot then? Theirs must be the most powerful, to have brought through the others.” That would have to be their first target.

“I r-refuse to answer that. You’ll just t-try to stop him.”

“You think you haven’t already given us information we could use to stop you?” Geela asked, an airy laugh in her voice. “My dear, you have spilled your master’s secrets plenty.”

“As if you c-could use any of that. No, M-Malevo c-cannot be stopped.”

“You gave us his name.” Geela rolled her eyes. “How hard can it be? Once we defeat hi—”

“You c-can’t do anything with a name. N-now where’s my water?”

“No.” Geela held up a hand, but Darkos hadn’t made any attempt to give the woman any water. “As you mentioned, a name isn’t enough. We need to know what his plan is.” They might have to make another detour before saving Darkos. If Noire truly was gaining power through its now mortal children, then taking it out was going to be near impossible. Or, scratch near, completely impossible.

“N-never. He’s f-far too clever. You c-can kill me, but you’ll n-never find out—”

“Alerion.” Darkos’s voice was so quiet but so sure that Geela turned to him, face breaking all pretense of assurance. His eyes were haunted enough to give her goosebumps. “I never thought to ask how Noire started the church. But I’d recognize the name of Highest Priest Malevo anywhere.”

Geela’s lips opened for a moment before spreading into a wide smile. “Oh. Oh, wonderful. Darkos, you are fantastic; this is brilliant.” She’d had the idea that maybe Sinistrina had been behind the cults, or maybe another child, but the head honcho himself?

Darkos looked at her as if she’d grown another head. Maybe even two heads. He jerked his head to the side. “Geela,” he said, teeth grit. “A word?”

Geela followed him a few paces away. “Darkos, we can’t run out of steam here. This is the best news we’ve had all day.”

“How is this good?” His words managed to explode from his lips without growing sufficiently loud for Sinistrina to hear. “My family is up there!”

“And their position is largely unchanged!” Geela rubbed her hands together, paying his agitation little mind. “They’re still in the midst of your childhood cult, oblivious to everything. We were already heading up there; now we can feed two birds with one scone. Now let’s get back to Sinistrina.”

Geela was so giddy, she could have hugged the baffled priest. She’d always considered saving Darkos’s parents, well, not a waste of time, per se, but definitely a waste of time. Now she could justify it easily. Weakening Noire and delivering a crippling blow to the other children would be just what they needed. Not to mention, by taking out two, it was possible they could strike before the sixth even came through.

“Are you f-f-f-f—kidding me?” The two looked at a thunderstruck Sinistrina, whose face was bright red. “How d-did you even hear about the c-cult anyway? It’s Noire’s b-best kept secret! No one gets out.”

“I’m sorry, did we step away while you were busy trying to let more slip?” Geela tipped her head. “How can any secret of Noire’s be well kept with your loose lips.”

Sinistrina’s aforementioned lips moved like those of an outraged fish. They gasped and sputtered, whether because of dehydration or because she’d simply blown her own mind with how much she’d given away, Geela wasn’t sure. Either way, it was amusing, and Geela reclined a bit, polishing off her sandwich.

“You’re wrong, by the way.” Darkos took a few steps forward. Geela hesitated but refrained from interfering. They’d gotten quite a bit out of her; if Darkos wanted to try his hand at interrogation, Geela would let him. “People do leave. If they aren’t chosen for a—rather, if Noire hasn’t completely used them up, they’re allowed to go on pilgrimages. They’re rare, but it’s not impossible to run into one.”

Why Darkos’s attempts at interrogation involved explaining Malevo’s own plot to his sister, Geela could only guess at.

“Y-you’ve met a disciple of Alerion?” Sinistrina’s brows furrowed over her eyes. “A simple henchman? Imp-p-possible. There are t-too few that—” She clamped her lips shut.

“You’re really bad at keeping secrets,” Darkos said. He began pacing in front of her. “Oh, I suppose I owe you water for that, but my cup’s empty. Would food do as a reward?” He held out the remaining untouched sandwich tantalizingly.

If the witch hadn’t been dehydrated, she likely would have started drooling. Geela leaned back, fully reclined, enjoying the show.

“I c-can’t say anymore.”

“Shame.” Darkos took a bite. “It’s really very good,” he said through a mouth of bread, preserves, and peanuts. “And for the record, no, I didn’t meet an acolyte of ‘Alerion’s’ while traveling.”

The two stared off at each other, waiting to see who would break first, who was more willing to spill their juicy secrets.

Sinistrina cracked first. “You w-worshipped it. You’re a f-follower. How the crow did you end-d up with her?!”

Darkos shrugged a shoulder casually. “Good fortune.”

“R-ridiculous. She m-must’ve found you. Discovered the cults and hunted d-down a priest. Tr-tried to use you to r…rescue the fodder.”

Geela’s mouth dropped open. “Hold up, I learned about it through him. I didn’t invade the cult just to get him. And I certainly didn’t stalk the priests on their little pilgrimages. Can you imagine how much work that would be?”

“It would b-be a t-t-terrible plan, I’ll give you that. The fodder t-tend to be all used up—”

Darkos’s eyes flashed. “The ‘fodder’ were my friends.” His fist curled around the sandwich, pulping the spongy bread.

“I’m sure they d-died in agony. Malevo t-told me all about the ritual when the five of us m-met up. Family reunion. We’d gloat. Share secrets. C-cackle about your misery. Watching mortals die, that’s one thing. Knowing what’s waiting for them, however…”

Geela watched Darkos carefully. If he snapped and killed Sinistrina right now, well, Geela wouldn’t stop him. He deserved it, she deserved it; it was just the game of life. The spotlight was, for once, entirely his.

“You just came onto the sacred grounds of Alerion and reminisced about the horrors you enacted?” His voice cracked. “On the graves of my family.”

“Oh d-don’t be so dramatic.” She sniffed. “We t-took turns hosting. Sometimes they c-came to the volcanoes. Sometimes we’d do a little tropical getaway. But Malevo did throw some legendary p-parties at his temples, so we probably spent a lot of time on the graves of your friends. If you were in th-the J-J-Jungle Region, then we visited yours a lot. The jungle p-priests served us hand and f-foot, not knowing that they were months from their dea—urk!”

Her words were truncated as Darkos jammed the squished sandwich in her mouth. He turned away from Sinistrina sharply, and Geela caught his eye. She expected to see tears, but instead he shot her a conspiratorial eyebrow raise.

He’d played that witch like a fine-tuned lute, baiting out the location of the final temple. They now had an easy three targets, mountain, arid, and jungle to eliminate the cults. And they knew which Malevo frequented most. Clever, clever.

Geela began to let a smile stretch across her face, but her lips froze as, behind Darkos, Sinistrina fell to the ground with a thump, face bright red.

Darkos turned back around. “What the heck!”

“Is she choking?” Geela sprang to her feet, rushing beside the spasming woman. “Well, she obviously can’t breathe. Darkos, get this out of her mouth.”

He shook his head. “It’s not choking. Her face is all puffy.”

He wasn’t wrong. The woman’s face was all blotchy and swollen. They probably couldn’t get the bread out of her mouth without really prying her jaw open and fishing out goopy mush.

“Did you poison that sandwich?” Geela asked. “You were just eating it. I’m impressed; that was sneaky.”

Darkos’s shoulders drooped. “No, I didn’t poison it. I think it’s an allergy. We had some kids in class that had nut allergies back at temple. It looked something like that.”

“What do we… or can we do anything?” Geela looked at the woman, whose twitching had gotten a bit less dramatic. Did they even want to do anything?

“Uh, I could fish it out of her mouth and do some healing.”

“You could.”

“I could.”

He didn’t seem enthused by the idea, and Geela didn’t push it. She wanted Darkos using his healing as little as possible. Prevent those Noire powers from firing. Risking his soul to save this piece of work? Not after they’d gotten so much information from her.

Indecision ultimately led to Sinistrina’s demise. Geela returned to her tea, sipping it with utmost nonchalance. Darkos stood awkwardly between the two, glancing between the dead void spawn and Geela’s calm demeanor.

“You don’t feel bad about this,” Darkos said.

It wasn’t a question, so Geela didn’t treat it like one. “You don’t either.”

“I do a little. Like, I should feel bad so I do feel bad. But I only feel bad ‘cause I don’t.” He rubbed his nose.

“Oh stop your fussing and have some tea.” She poured him a mug from the kettle. “Ginger. Soothe your stomach.”

He nodded and settled down next to her, back to the dead child of Noire’s. “So that doesn’t rattle you anymore, I guess. I mean, I guess you’ve probably seen a lot of death.”

Geela inhaled through her teeth. “Yes. Yes, I have.”

“Did it shake you the first time?”

A sixteen-year-old Geela paces in her dorm, back and forth, eyes darting to the door every rotation. Meghanna had promised to snitch, and the ratty girl always followed through on her promises.

This is the downfall of recording your experiences with prohibited Patrons. But just because things had gone south with Noirel didn’t mean Geela wasn’t going to learn from her mistakes. Which was something the academy, by all rights, should have rewarded. Learning, innovating, improving. Yet when Geela found her roommate rifling through her bags, she had a sinking feeling that no amount of “For God’s sake, Meghanna, I don’t worship it anymore, it was like two years ago, we’re done” would stop the shrew-faced girl from sprinting away, Geela’s notes in hand, to the headmaster.

So here Geela is, pacing, awaiting her reckoning. Detention? Probation? Expulsion? Escaping Noire has been the most terrifying moment of her short life thus far, but this is a close second.

A sharp rap on the door has Geela whirling on the spot.

“Celestial City Silver Guard. Open immediately.”

They brought the Silver Guard for this? The Silver Guard are the elite force called in to expose and blow apart mega-cults. The Silver Guard are the ones who eviscerate the criminal underlords of the city. The Silver Guard infiltrate and demolish entire siege camps should the city find itself under attack. 

The Silver Guards aren’t called in to arrest. They are called in to execute.

Geela’s bedroom is well defended. She’s grown exponentially stronger since defeating Noire, but she hadn’t expected to call on the depths of her power again. Not so soon, at least. But the Silver Guard are standing outside, trapping her.

And being cornered and trapped makes Geela dangerous.

“Please don’t come in,” she calls, her voice too high to sound convincing. “I’m… changing.”

There’s a silence outside. “Well, hurry up and open the door. We have some deeply troubling allegations against you.” The guard’s heavy voice does not allow for an interpretation where this ends well for Geela.

“The Silver Guard aren’t called in for allegations.” She sets to work, moving silently throughout the room to position various little trinkets strategically. She can’t stop her fingers from shaking when she needs them still the most. “I feel like I’m being set up. You’ve already made up your minds on me.”

“Miss, these allegations are compelling.”

“A stupid diary my roommate stole?”

“So you know why we’re here?”

“Of course I do.” A little compact mirror with a glowing purple rune turns towards the door. A little windchime over the hearth tinkles in an invisible wind. Geela pulls an amulet over her head, not bothering to untangle it from her hair. “Meghanna made a huge fuss. Obviously, the diary isn’t real. She’s setting me up.”

“We spoke to Professor Carl, who has evidence that a forbidden book was found in your dorm a few months ago. One regarding the Void Fiend Noirela.”

At the sound of the name, Geela gasps and falls to her knees. She hears menacing whispers in her ears, and her heart triples in pace. Those whispers soar through the room as Geela scrambles away. Too late, she realizes they aren’t coming from inside her head. The guards can hear them too. They know.

“We’re coming in.”

“It was a clean attack. They never saw it coming and didn’t have time to contemplate what was happening. There were only two, after all. I thought bringing in the Silver Guard was overkill, but I guess everyone underestimated me, myself included. They should have brought more.” Geela sipped at her tea, focusing on it fixedly. “All the artifacts I used, though enchanted by me, were possessions of Meghanna’s, so she easily took the fall with no witnesses. I didn’t feel bad for what happened to her either. Executions are quick and painless.” Geela finished her tea, staring at the dregs. “It’s nothing she didn’t want for me.” Then after a second, she looked up at Darkos, face carefully unconcerned.

He was frowning, but Geela couldn’t read if it was concern, fear, or deep thought. “You really can’t be stopped.”

“Not on my own turf.” She rose to her feet. “I’ll clean the witch up if you’ll do the dishes?”

“Sounds fair.” He paused. “She’s technically my fault?”

“I can better deal with a body. Besides, I can’t ever get the mugs completely clean.” Her fingers curled. “They’re always a little sticky.”

“You don’t use enough soap, and you don’t get the rag down to the bottom.”

She tossed him a grateful sigh. “And this is why I keep you around. I’ll be back in a flash, dear.”

The witch wasn’t hard to dispose of in an open volcanic vent. The hardest part was getting her there and then running some counter-enchantments on her body to make sure she didn’t pollute the magma. All told, she’d only been gone about fifteen minutes when she returned to find Darkos all packed up and brushing dust out of Shaun’s fur.

He looked up, a smile on his face. “Ready to go to the mountains?”

Geela grinned and clambered up on the mule, Darkos lending her a hand. So he wasn’t horrified. As long as Darkos was okay, it meant he didn’t think she was a monster. She could deal with this.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

How to Make a Good First Impression




Darkos kept up a steadfast and stalwart smile for the first several minutes of their travel until he was pretty sure Geela was looking away.

As long as she thought he was okay, it meant she didn’t think he was a wimp. Pathetic. Weak stomached. And Darkos may have been all of those things—God knows Geela probably already thought that and more—but he didn’t have to confirm it.

Except now, he had a lot of death bouncing around in his head. His stomach had shriveled after lunch and now sat in a pouty clump at the bottom of his torso, protesting his emotional turmoil.

Was this how it started? Killing in self-defense? Or rather, jumping the gun and killing before it became self-defense? One moment you’re watching a murderous, crazed witch spasming and dying, the next, you’re sitting atop volcanoes and watching poor, wretched citizens dying of starvation as you trap them inside their homes and remove their energy sources.

Conceptually he knew people like soldiers or guards did this kind of murder-death thing all the time and didn’t end up being Geela and Sinistrina. But Darkos had one more thing in common with Geela and Sinistrina than the average foot grunt.

Noire. The thing that had stolen Geela’s energy to create Malevo, who stole the souls of hundreds to create Sinistrina. That same thing lived in him, in a way he didn’t understand. That same thing had spared him or hadn’t been able to drain him the way it had everyone else. Darkos used Noire’s powers almost without consequence, as if it were a well he could draw from but couldn’t draw from him in return.

Maybe Darkos was just too pure and good for Noire. Maybe he was just too damn holy. Maybe the answers lay in the temples of Alerion. Maybe he could force an answer out of Malevo.

This thought sat in his brain like an acorn. It was either going to bloom into a big oak tree, or it was going to be swarmed by squirrels and destroyed. Which… Darkos wasn’t sure how it mapped. He just felt confused and wanted answers. He wanted to know he was on the path of destroying evil things and not on the path of slowly losing his respect for life.

Tomato tomato, as Geela would say. He could ask her, but she probably wouldn’t understand his fear of falling on the wrong path. Chaotic evil was her thing, not his. She’d probably tell him to embrace it or perhaps just dismiss it. ‘You’re fine, Darkos. You’re too innocent, you couldn’t possibly be corrupted.’

“So what do you think we’ll find when we get there?”

Darkos looked up from studying dirt patterns on his boots. Geela had a distant look in her eyes, something either pensive or plotting.

“My village?”

“Well. Okay, well, yes, I suppose you know. What’s your village like?” She brushed some dust off her dress from her lounge on Shaun’s back. “Are your parents there? Oh my God, I’m going to meet your mom and dad.” She brushed at her dress more aggressively. “Do we dress up? I’ve got something nicer.”

Darkos grinned broadly. Somehow he’d forgotten Mom and Dad. The whole journey had been so tied up and twisted in cults and false Gods and evil soul swallowers that he’d forgotten; he was gonna get to see his parents.

“Oh, they’re gonna love you, don’t worry.” Darkos could just picture the sunny kitchen, Dad grinding coffee, Mom grinding peanuts, himself grinding herbs, prepping for the day. Mom brushing flowery hands off on her apron, and Dad sneezing as Darkos pulverized black pepper. Mom would then make a comment about Dad’s refusal to admit that he was allergic to pepper, to which he’d respond, ‘oh Rak, I’m not allergic; everyone sneezes around pepper.’ Darkos, when he was seven, took this as a challenge and snorted a nose full of pepper. He’d been allowed to stay home that day from school as Dad, roaring with laughter, tended to his watery red eyes and swollen nose. Mom had simply thrown her hands in the air and claimed that she was ‘done with their nonsense’ and stormed off to work, biting down a grin.

As long as Geela kept the evil to a minimum, he couldn’t imagine his parents not taking to her. Her mischief fit their sense of humor well enough, and he could see them dishing back as good as they got.

“Just hope you can handle them,” he said.

She looked up at him, pausing from scrubbing dirt from her boots, not the orange pair but the nice ones with the little bow and stubby heels. “Handle them?”

“They’re great. Supportive, you know, that kinda thing. They aren’t mean is what I’m getting at.” He screwed his nose up, trying to figure out how to put it.

“Yeah? Cause most people don’t specify someone’s lack of ‘meanness’ when they actually aren’t.” She reached into her bag and pulled out another cloth, this one with the sharp odor of alcohol. His eyes watered, even several feet away.

“We’re not going to be up to Sunnyville for a couple of days. You don’t have to clean up yet.”

She tossed him a heavy look. “I am the one who charted our course. We’re almost out of the Volcanic Region, and the mountains aren’t nearly as dusty. This cloth actually has a special serum on it.” She waved it in his direction, and he ducked away as the smell stabbed at his nose.

“Yeah,” he choked. “I can tell.”

“Provides a protective coat.” She brought it back up to her legs, which she had crossed side-saddle style as she wiped down her boots. “So not only does it clean, but it stops most filth from getting in there.”

Darkos wasn’t sure how she could be working so closely to the rag and not be in actual physical pain. He was walking about ten feet away now, and it still made him dizzy.

“Do you want one? I’ve got a few.” She began fishing around in the bag again.

“No, I’m—” A rag smacked him in the face, and he flung it away as fast as it had come, coughing and sputtering. “Geela!”

“Darkos! I worked hard on making that. You know how bad I am at Alchemy! That took forever to get right” She waved a hand at the cloth until it floated back to her, and she shoved it in her bag. “Fine, show up all dirty. You’re not the one leaving a first impression, I suppose. So back to your ‘not mean’ parents?”

He wiped down his face with his sleeve, surprised at how little the actual physical impact of the chemical affected him, even as his eyes streamed with tears from the smell. “They’re like… well if I were to describe you to someone, I’d have to say, you know, ‘oh Geela, well she’s not mean but—’”

“I am mean! I’m worse than mean.” She crossed her arms, cheeks puffed and lips pursed in a pout. “Do you tell people I’m not? Darkos!”

“No, no, no, not like that! I leave in the evil bit. Or I would if I had talked to many people since you let the whole ‘evil’ bit slip. Anyway, it’s more like, people ask, or would ask, ‘Oh did she enchant you or hypnotize you or blackmail you into staying around?’ And then I have to be like ‘oh no, she’s not like that.’” This was harder to explain than he’d expected. Darkos could always tell when someone hated him or liked him, and it seemed to have little to do with how mean they were to him.

“Your parents are mean to you like I am?” Geela’s voice took on a ponderous nature. “Like, it comes from a good place, I suppose.”

He snapped his fingers. “Pretty much exactly that.”

“Hmm. So I remind you of your mother? That’s lovely. Oh…” her face turned sour. “I’m older than she is, aren’t I? I absolutely remind you of your mom. Darkos!” Her arms, already folded across her chest, tightened. “You made it weird!”

Geela’s mind had raced down this very regrettable path very quickly, and Darkos scrambled to mitigate damage.

“You don’t remind me of Mom!”

“I make you food. Sandwiches! I make fun of you, I teach you about the world. I take care of you and you look after me in my old age.” Her voice had risen to an almost wail. “I’m too young-looking to be a mom.”

“Aren’t you twenty-eight? Looks-wise, I mean? That’s not too young to be a mom.” Yes, Darkos jumped on that to reassure her. Not ‘oh no, I never even saw the similarities’ or ‘that’s insane, I never would have guessed’ or ‘naw, there are all these other things that aren’t even similar.’

No, he chose ‘you look old enough to be a mom.’

Geela patted down her hair again, fretting. “Maybe I shouldn’t meet them. She’ll think it’s weird.”

“She’s not gonna… Geela, you look nothing like her. She’s got dark hair like me and brown eyes. I got a lot of my looks from her, though, she’s shorter. Maybe a little over five feet. I think five feet and three inches?”

“Like me! I’m five-three!” Geela flopped dramatically on the mule, defeated by her apparent momliness.

Darkos fidgeted with his cloak. The comparison wasn’t actually that far off, and it was entirely possible, probable even, that the similar banter he and Geela shared reminded him of home. It was relaxed and familiar. They could go down a tangent about moms, and within a minute, he’d forget that he’d just killed someone. Really couldn’t go wrong with that.

“It just means I’m comfortable around you,” he landed on. “I think that’s really the main thing.”

“Ugh.”

Darkos looked back over at Geela and snorted with unsuppressed laughter. The woman had draped herself across Shaun’s back, folded in an uncomfortable-looking backbend, staring up into the sky.

“If it’s any consolation, I don’t think my mom can bend like that.”

He wasn’t sure, but he was pretty sure he heard a laugh from Geela. The two lapsed into an easy silence until they came to the border of the Volcanic and Mountainous Region.

Darkos’s stomach lurched at the sight of the cool, white stone path that started so abruptly from the cracked sandy earth. He hadn’t seen home in well over two years, but the region was every bit as cold and smooth-looking.

“I haven’t been to the Mountainous Region since well before you were born,” Geela said, sitting up and wincing as she straightened her back. “I think there was this one peak, Mount Opal?” She tapped her heels into Shaun’s side, and the mule trudged on, his hoofbeats changing from the dull plod of dirt to the brisk clip of stone.

“No, Mount Opal was destroyed in a natural disaster years ago.” The collapse of an entire mountain had been enough to scare the novices silly when they were kids. “Hmm. Or maybe that was just a story they told us to keep us scared. Mountains really don’t just accidentally crumble to pieces, do they?”

“Well, no, but they weren’t wrong. Mount Opal was destroyed, but unless I’m adding ‘natural disaster’ to my list of titles, which, let’s be honest, is rather fitting, then no, it wasn’t an accident.”

“You destroyed Mount Opal?” Darkos couldn't tell whether more shock, horror, or awe showed through his voice.

“Well… I needed opals. And the tribute had dried up.” She shrugged a single shoulder. “I’m actually not entirely sure what happened to the people who lived on the mountain. By the time I got there, all ready to rain down hellfire, every village was deserted. So I just took the mountain back with me and extracted all the opals.”

Darkos let out a low whistle. When Sinistrina had nonchalantly talked about shutting down volcanoes, Darkos had been utterly shocked. It seemed like such a massive act of nature to deactivate something like that. But Geela really was at least as powerful, if not more so. And he didn’t condone stealing mountains, but he had to admit, it was pretty impressive.

“What did you need opals for?”

“I have a holiday place, the Gem Palace, up in the Arctic Region. I go there when it gets too hot down south, or to entertain stuffy overlords, the sort I’m sure you know. Threw outrageous parties, the kind that can truly get them to let their hair down.” She shuddered. “Oh, could you imagine if I’d left Barney in charge of that? He’d have pawned the whole damn place.”

Darkos one hundred percent believed that Barney would have stolen an entire building just to piss off Geela. The man seemed to stop at nothing to cause her misery, even putting his friends at risk to do so. If they could be called friends. Accomplices at best, liabilities at worst.

“There’s really nothing he wouldn't stoop to do,” Darkos said.

“The first jewel I got for that castle was a sapphire he got me when he proposed. We were standing in line at the Midnight Satin House, waiting for our turn to enter—like you do before you have clout—and this woman shoved right past me, claiming she knew the manager.” Geela’s eyes rolled so hard that Darkos’s head hurt. “Ridiculous, frankly. She was quite rude but clearly thought well of herself, decked out as she was in jewels and finery. We didn’t talk much in line, but we ran into her later inside the Midnight Satin House—”

“What is the Midnight Satin House?”

“The Midnight Satin House is exactly what you think a place called the Midnight Satin House would be.”

“My brain says fabric store, but your voice says maybe it’s something a bit more…” he gestured his hands to resemble something sexual or at least risque.

“Is your first instinct really that Barney proposed to me at a strip club?”

He flushed crimson. “No.”

“Shame. Your instinct wouldn’t have been far off. The Celestial City isn’t quite so frigid as the rest of the realm. And the dancers at the Satin House really are quite good. A few joined my cult. They were excellent at bringing in those conversions.”

Darkos fell quiet at this, turning it over in his head. Alerion didn’t forbid sex, but it was considered a carnal pleasure, so it was to be treated as something special. Not as a commodity or a pastime. This was a bit much, and Darkos realized he’d lost track of the conversation. “What about the sapphire?”

“Oh. Yes. Well, after we ran into each other, the altercation went poorly. To be blunt, we got kicked out. We went to a little place called Fran’s Fries to drown our sorrows in oily potatoes, and after we polish off the third plate, he goes all down on one knee, and what does he have in his hand?” Geela’s eyes drift shut, lost in the memory. “The very sapphire ring from the finger of the bitch at the club. He asked me to marry him and—” her eyes snapped open. “Well, now I’m here. So that went well.”

The two found their camping spot on a large outcropping that looked out over the Volcanic Region. It looked scarier from a distance, all tall mountains belching clouds of steam, sparks, and smoke. The rivers of lava glowed ominously, and Darkos could just picture some evil lord, hiding in the depths of the tallest volcano, brewing sinister plans, amassing enormous armies, forging malevolent artifacts. Before last week, he absolutely would have expected it.

Now he just pictured odd folks throwing salt out of windows, wearing dead chickens, flirting shamelessly, and lying about how long they’d known about something. Sometimes getting a closer look at something terrifying made it less terrifying.

Darkos jumped as, beside where he was setting up the tent, Geela ignited a fire that billowed ten feet in the air. She fixed it with a petulant glare, clearly still in a sour mood from earlier.

And sometimes getting a closer look at something terrifying confirmed its terror factor but somehow kept you safe nonetheless.











CHAPTER NINETEEN

How to Make a Bad First Impression




Geela didn’t speak much in the last few hours of their journey. She glanced frequently in her little compact mirror, making minor adjustments to her hair or makeup—she needed to try extra hard to look like she wasn’t trying. Darkos’s parents lived on the outskirts of town, much like most of the miners and quarrymen. The old stone hut that Darkos had grown up in stood between the pair and the village, so they’d be able to check in on Darkos’s parents before getting to the center of town.

“Do you think I should let you ride the mule?”

“Huh?” Darkos looked up at Geela, who was now removing powder from her nose.

“Like—” She snapped her mirror shut. “I mean, I might look a bit prissy. You know, maybe they think I’m treating you like a grunt.”

“And you… don’t want them thinking that? Isn’t that kinda the situation?”

She planted her hands on her hips. “Darkos. I regard you with the utmost appropriate levels of respect.”

“Uh-huh.” He turned his head back ahead so she couldn’t see his smile.

She could hear it nonetheless. “I don’t want them thinking I’m some nag.”

“Couldn’t possibly understand why they’d think you were one,” he said, still chuckling a bit. “Maybe just go easy on calling me a moron, and you’ll have them fooled.”

“Darkos. Be serious.”

“Am I keeping your identity secret?” This was, surprisingly, not something they’d discussed, and now only an hour or so out, it was probably something they needed to hammer down.

“Well, no, don’t hide that. The evil part? If they’re not going to be okay with that, then they can get stuffed.” She sounded far more mollified now. If there was any lingering irritation in her voice, it was at the mere idea that she’d hide her identity as a scourge on the land. Which made it all the stranger that she cared so much about being a nag. “I’m saving their village, after all. I’m not going to go to that much of a hassle only for them to think that I’m some goody two-shoes.”

Darkos fully believed that, had it not been for Noire’s presence and Darkos’s history, she never would be up here, saving some bumpkins. If anything, it’d give her an idea for creating cults to worship herself. Darkos actually was a little surprised that Geela hadn’t tried to establish herself as a Patron. It wasn’t particularly a path for mortals, but she kind of wasn’t mortal, what with how she didn’t age. And she challenged Gods and Fiends and Otherrealm Witches with an alarmingly casual attitude.

Would people someday worship the cult of Geela?

“No, I won’t hide that, then. Only would have if you’d asked.” It was going to be quite the 180, explaining to his parents that he’d gone from priest of Alerion to companion of Ja’Eel Scilatia. “But no calling you a nag.”

She muttered something under her breath, and Darkos was pretty sure he’d heard a curse or two peppered in.

“Hmm?”

“Barney called me a nag. For years at the end. He didn’t like it when I didn’t give him stuff to do. ‘Gills, what’s the point of me staying around at home all the time if you don’t give me a thing to do while you’re out!’ But then if I did tell him to do something, he’d sit on it for weeks, and if I pushed it, he’d get all salt-muffin on me.”

Darkos shook his head, glancing back again at a very salt-muffin Geela. “Yeah, but he’s a jerk, Geela. Like he’s legit a jerk.” He coughed. “I won’t call you a nag; that’s easy enough. I just… don’t stress it, okay? They’re gonna like you.”

The sucky thing about how Barney had treated Geela was that it was just steeped enough in reality that she could believe it. He’d taken advantage of her respect to undercut her exactly where he knew it hit hardest. This wasn’t what Darkos wanted Geela worrying about right now, but as he was trying to come up with a topic change, the two entered a narrow chasm, and Darkos’s heart skipped in that funny, nostalgic way. The way that reminded him of how the older kids, with longer arms and legs, would prop themselves between the chasm walls and scurry up it in a game they called spider race.

A stupid name, really, given that spiders didn’t climb walls like that, but they’d been about ten while playing it, so he gave young Darkos a pass.

“Should I be concerned?” Geela asked.

“Hmm?”

“You’re staring at the walls.” She eyed their stony surroundings with more than a little suspicion.

“Oh no. We used to climb them when we were little. We’d race sometimes. Propping ourselves against the wall. We called it spi—”

“Ooh, we used to do spider monkey races too.” She laughed. “We’d climb the alleyways by the academy. I was never very good at it, but I could make the others slip and fall.”

“Right. Spider monkey races. That’s what… yeah, we called them that too.” He coughed, tucking his chin and staring at the ground before the chasm opened up into a small forest. 

As soon as the trees came into view, Darkos was struck by the smell of them, a particular flavor of pine he’d never picked up anywhere else, and his chest swelled. To the left of the path, just outside the chasm, stood the beaver stump, the remnants of a tree he used to climb. A few minutes later, they hopped the little brook—Geela nearly slipped—and began following it upstream. Darkos had spent almost every night of his childhood lulled to sleep by its gentle flow. Its trickle was lighter now, a bit more sluggish, a sound he associated with summer, the hot evenings, the end of school. Then the trees began to thin as the path sloped upward. Then the ground under their feet shifted, the trail becoming less distinct as it rolled into a sea of grass, warmed by the sun.

Then he smelled woodsmoke.

“Oh. Is that the house?”

The two crested the hill. Before them lay the large garden his parents had painstakingly crafted over their forty years of marriage. He’d helped them on and off, weeding and watering mostly, but Darkos wondered, with a pang in his chest, whether the little chive patch he’d planted before going on his first pilgrimage was still there.

“Are you… Arthius look! Darkos is gardening. Without me even asking him once.”

Darkos ignores her, digging his trowel deeper into the dirt.

“Well, Alerion bless my soul. Has the crow God finally graced your heart with the urge to help us in our old age?” Dad’s voice holds not a note of the tease Darkos knew this was.

“I’m planting chives.” He keeps his voice even, not rising to the bait. “Mom said the last ones got all torn up by rabbits.”

“Think you mean chewed up by stewmeat.” Dad’s voice brims with pride. “Mighty good stewmeat too.”

“Well, it’s a mighty poor farmer that can’t guard his crops from a roaming colony of stewmeat,” Mom says.

Before Dad can retort, Darkos sprinkles the last of the dirt over top of the newly-planted onions. “Thought it’d be good to leave you with something, since placement’s this weekend, and I’ll probably never be back.”

Mom fixes him with sharp eyes, and for a moment, he can tell she’s fighting back something witty. Instead, she gives him a tight hug. “You’ll do Alerion proud. You’ve already done so for us.”

The chives had grown to be a symbol of resentment over the next decade. Every time he returned home, the patch smiled up at him. The last time he’d failed to be called, he’d gone outside with a trowel to dig them up, half-convinced they were cursing him. Dad had convinced him not to and had instead offered him a tight embrace and a listening ear as Darkos sobbed about how he’d never be picked, he’d never find his true purpose, he’d wander forever, ignored and abandoned.

How things had changed.

Now he looked upon the garden, blooming dazzlingly in the summer heat, and he ached to pull his shoes off and sprint to the stark stone hut that sat amidst it, its marble walls almost too cool to be heated by the circling arms of the garden. Almost, but not quite.

“It’s so quaint.” Geela either sounded disgusted or impressed, and Darkos let out a laugh.

“Yeah, yeah, it is. The marble houses are so stark, but Dad’s not native to the mountains and wanted to brighten it up more.” He hugged himself, suddenly unable to wait.

“Yeah, but like, the dragonflies and fat bumblebees and butterf—hey Darkos! Wait!”

For once, Darkos paid her no heed as he sprinted down the garden paths, jumping over the lettuce and dodging through the pumpkin patch on a little shortcut he’d used since he was seven. Mom hated it but winding down the cobblestone took too damn long.

“Who is blundering around the garden like a fool! Arth, if you’re cutting through my— holy crow on a rope!”

Mom appeared in the picture window looking out over the garden, and Darkos’s heart soared at the sight of her. Somehow she hadn’t changed a bit, down to the ancient, patchwork apron, her warm, if weathered skin, and her big, burly arms that could haul a hundred-pound rock or crush someone in a hug, depending on what was needed. Her dark brows shot up into her wrinkled forehead, and her lips dropped open in shock.

“Young man! You leave my pumpkins be.” Her scold tripped as she tried to withhold a laugh, and she vanished from the picture window for just a moment before the door flung open wide.

“I stepped on every single one,” he said, panting as he ran to her. “Whole crop’s ruined now. You’ll starve come the winter.”

“I knew you’d only come back to be the death of us,” she said. She gripped him by the shoulders as he tried to go in for a hug. “Not yet. Let me get a look at you.” He felt her x-ray vision pierce him as she scrutinized his face. “Hmm. So you’re all in one piece, then? We’d wondered why you didn’t come home. You missed the latest sending. Lotta folks figured you were dead.” Her voice trembled just the slightest, but she didn’t break her piercing gaze.

“Oh.” This was absolutely the logical conclusion anyone who had known him would have come to. Darkos was a little surprised he hadn’t guarded against that. “Right. I’m not, I just… I met someone.”

He looked over his shoulder to search for Geela right as she rounded the corner of a massive Rose of Sharon bush, leading Shaun. Even without any warning, Geela knew how to make an entrance. She’d just pushed a wave of golden hair out of her green eyes, which stared dreamily into the flora surrounding her. Maybe it was her fae ancestry, but Darkos had never seen the little garden butterflies take to someone so much. They flitted around her, bright reds and golds standing out against her sky blue dress. She parted her lips, their pale pink standing out against her lily-white skin, and Darkos knew what Mom was about to say a half-second before she said it.

“Ohhhh. I see. That’s your distraction.”

“Wait now, hold up—”

“Darkos? Is this… her?” Despite Geela’s garden princess appearance, her voice was every bit as skeptical and blunt as usual. “This woman is your mother?” Perhaps with Darkos’s promised similarities, Geela had expected someone a bit more refined looking.

“Ahh, so I’m ‘this woman’ now? No longer the most important woman in your life anymore, I understand how it is.” Mom shook her head, faux disappointment dripping from her face.

“Wait, no.”

“No?” Geela asked, confused now. “Then who is she?”

“No, I was— hold up. Start over. Introductions. Geela, this is—”

A rustle from the house heralded the arrival of Darkos’s dad, and Mom shouted, “Arthius!”

Geela squinted at her. “Your mother’s name is Arthius?”

“No. It’s Rakette.”

“Racket?”

“Geela!” Darkos said through gritted teeth. This impression was going south really fast, but as he opened his mouth to tell off Geela for insulting his mom’s name, he was crushed in a bear hug by his father.

“Not dead!” his heavily accented voice boomed in Darkos’s ear. “Rak, the boy’s alive! I told you to have a little faith.”

“Squishing me. You’re squishing me.”

“Faith was always my strong point,” his mom shot back. “You don’t get to march your foreign feet upon Alerion’s sacred ground and lecture me about faith.” She huffed but did join in on the hug, giving Darkos another helping of squish. “Besides, we’ve found out why he’s left us. And it’s a mite more obvious than death or heresy.”

The hug broke apart as Dad looked down the garden path, noticing Geela for the first time.

“Aha! Boy’s got himself hitched!” His dad wore a big grin, nudging Darkos, and Darkos sighed. “Did we miss the wedding?”

“Wait.” His mom pulled him away again, death grip back on his shoulders. “Wedding?”

"Okay, hold up, time out!” Darkos raised his hands in a large T. “Let’s backpedal to ‘Geela, this is my mom. Rakette.’” He tried emphasizing the last syllable stronger, with the hopes that Geela wouldn’t jump on a mispronunciation again. “And Mom, this is Geela Scilatia.”

“Mmm, Scilatia? She from the south? One of the big cities, I bet.” His mom stared at her appraisingly. Last names weren’t nearly as much of a thing for more sparsely populated regions, certainly not in isolated towns. “And why is that name familiar?”

“Cause her parents probably named her after the sorceress that stole Mount Opal,” Dad said.

“Oh wow, that’s it.” Mom snapped a finger. “Wow. You got saddled with the last name Scilatia, and your parents went and named you Geela? You at all related to her?”

Geela lifted her chin, but Darkos could see her eyes dart a bit uncertainly at him, and he realized just how hard a sell this whole thing was going to be.

“Uhh, not quite related.” Geela pursed her lips, and Darkos could see the gears spinning.

“Wait, how did you know Mount Opal was stolen?” Darkos asked, turning on his dad.

His mom raised her hands in the air. “All right, you know what? Dinner. I got a pot on, but we can fancy it up. Have a bite to eat in the garden. Your dad finally finished that table, so we get to dine like kings. Then we can talk since I get the feeling this’ll be big.”

She had absolutely no idea.




* * * * *




With a flurry of plates and bowls and glasses, Darkos and Geela were swiftly put to work by Dad while Mom touched up the ‘pot’ to make it ‘fancy.’ It was hard to make all the homegrown vegetables taste bad, not with all the spices, so while it wouldn’t be gourmet, it would be tasty. He could smell goat stew as his mom brought out the old cauldron, the same rusty thing they’d used since he was little enough to take a bath in it. Next to him, Geela inhaled sharply, and her eyes flashed hungrily.

Darkos grinned. Not quite the fancy dining she might be used to, but Geela never turned down goat. And the animals were plentiful in the mountains.

As Mom ushered the two to the table, he peered inside to find a handful of chives floating across the top and a lump formed in his throat. He hadn’t expected to miss home, not after it had become the symbol of his failure. Strolling down that garden path had become a walk of shame for so long. Things had changed so much, and his stomach clenched as the four sat down.

“Bless this food that Alerion has so graciously—”

“Stop!” Darkos couldn’t prevent the order, blurted from his lips, from interrupting Mom’s prayer. “Don’t. Don’t do it.” His heart skipped wildly in his chest, and in some fantastically morbid part of his mind, he was convinced he felt his very soul pulling away at the prayer. “Don’t.”

“Ah.” Mom’s lips went tight, and she tossed a glance at Dad. “So. I suppose we could have guessed you’d pulled away from the church, but I can’t say we expected it.” She tossed Dad another look, but the burly man didn’t say anything. An uncomfortable silence fell over the table, everyone still and quiet, except for Geela, who plunked her spoon into her bowl.

“I know,” Dad started after almost a full minute, “that it can’t have been easy to be rejected by Alerion so many times. But you can’t turn away from your faith because of it.”

“That’s not why.” Darkos’s palms were so sweaty his spoon slipped from his fingers. Under the table, he felt Geela’s hand on his forearm. She gave his arm a quick squeeze, caught his eye, and gave him a nod. He took a deep breath. “There’s something you don’t know about Alerion. Something no one knows.”

“Darkos.” His mom’s voice was calmer now, even though he could see her fighting tears. He didn’t expect it to be this hard. “Darkos, not every Patron is perfect, but you cannot abandon your faith. Sometimes that’s all we have preventing us from falling down bleak paths.”

Darkos thought of the woman sitting next to him, a woman many decades older than he was, masquerading in the body of a young girl, who had been responsible for the abject misery of thousands. He thought of how little it affected him. He thought of how easily he’d let Sinistrina die.

Then he thought of how Geela had dropped her plan of revenge in a heartbeat to help him. How he hadn’t even needed to ask. How she’d decided point blank to help dissolve the cult before she knew one of Noire’s children ran it. She’d saved the people of Haymaker, minimizing casualties.

Why couldn’t it be simple? By befriending Geela, he had sharply deviated from his righteous path, but it didn’t blight him how it should. Was Mom right?

“Alerion isn’t the way.” His voice choked up. “That wasn’t an easy decision to make, but it was necessary. It is. You have to—”

Dad slammed his fist down on the table. “No. Darkos, you may have turned your back on the faith, but you can’t expect us to. We will pray in this household, and you will join us.”

“Arth.” Mom put a steady hand on Dad’s shoulder before turning to Darkos. He could see in her eyes that she wasn’t budging either. He had to tell her. “Darkos. This is serious. You need a holy presence to guide you. That is not up for debate. There are things we know—”

“There are things we know too.” Geela had barely said a word since they’d arrived, but the room fell silent at her voice. Darkos’s whole body relaxed. He knew he was being weak, but letting her take on just a little bit of this burden eased his mind. “There are things we know that would make your righteous hair curl.”

Darkos’s mom stared her down. “Who are you? Miss Geela Scilatia, named after the dread sorceress. Scilatia’s not a common last name, is it.”

Geela closed her eyes for a moment, inhaling deep. When she opened them, they flashed green. “When I speak, know that I do not intend to cause harm. For that is not the purpose of my charm. With honesty and verity, our words imbue. So that what we say and speak may be naught but true.”

Darkos shuddered as he did any time Geela cast magic on him. Fae magic was tricky, as many who dealt with the fair folk knew. Mom had, in fact, encountered them in the past, for the fairies often dwelt among the mountain forests.

“You’re of the woods?” Mom asked.

“Not quite. My maternal grandmother was conceived in a fairy ring. Her father had broken a deal with the fae and was doomed to reside there the rest of his life, while slowly becoming of the green. His lover, my great grandmother, tended to him daily until near the end. They consummated their love then, and nine months later, my grandmother was born. That blood has run through my family’s veins since.” Darkos had never heard the story before. In fact, he was realizing just how little he knew about how she’d gained all her powers.

For her part, Mom kept a reasonably serene face. “I see. I don’t entirely trust you, but I’m struggling to find a way that you could have slipped a half-truth into your story, so I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

This was a little uncanny. Darkos had the brief, wildly inappropriate urge to query his parents about all the small, nonsensical questions he’d had regarding their lives. All the little things he never thought to ask his parents. He squashed it, though.

“Mom’s dealt with the fair folk before,” he said.

She nodded. “I have. Before I moved to the mountains, they used to visit the market, once on a blue moon, to deal in trinkets and toys. I was never allowed to go, but I snuck out anyway.”

Something about this story didn’t quite click, but he didn’t have time to push it as Geela moved on.

“I am not named after Ja’Eel Scilatia. I am Geela Scilatia.” She paused, eyebrows wrinkling her forehead. “Specifically, I was named Geela as a diminutive of Ja’Eel because that was my grandmother's name, and they didn’t want us sharing. Paternal grandmother. Damn, I didn’t mean to go into this so in-depth. Uh, I don’t think Geela makes for a very impressive sorceress name, so I go by Ja’Eel even if that’s not my legal name. And I’m also not a sorceress.” Her cheeks were tinged pink by the time she finished her verbal vomit, and her shoulders sagged.

Dad looked baffled. Mom looked outraged.

“Please don’t fight or yell,” Darkos implored. “She’s the best friend I’ve ever made, and she’s done a lot for me. So much for me. She’s saved my life. It’s complicated, but I would be in so many straits without her. It’s Alerion. Mom, Dad. Alerion isn’t what he says he is.”

Mom gripped the edge of the table very hard, and Darkos was acutely aware of how sharp her breaths had grown. For his part, Dad had gone quite pale. They both looked braced for bad news.

“He’s not even a God,” Darkos said. “He’s some malevolent force, and he’s feeding on the priests here.”

Dad looked to Geela, swaying in his chair. “Is this true? I want to hear it from your lips, witch.”

“It is. Everything he’s said. The force is a Void Fiend.” The shuddering gasps from both parents almost interrupted her, but she plowed on. “It has done more than kill. It has siphoned the souls of countless of your neighbors and friends. And it would have done so to Darkos. That’s why we’re here. To dissolve the cult of Noirela.”

At these words, Mom gave a wail and buried her face in her hands. Dad stood bolt upright before he staggered and then fell to the ground in a faint.











CHAPTER TWENTY

The Homecoming King Visits His Cult




Geela watched as Darkos fanned his father with a lily pad from the nearby pond. Just splashing the man would help more, but she kept this to herself in favor of watching Darkos try to use the flimsy, flopping leaf. She needed the laugh.

“Arth does this sometimes,” Rakette said as the two women watched from the table. “Low blood pressure under stress.”

“Hmm. Must be a hard condition to deal with in a quarry.”

“Oh, well, he hasn’t worked in the lifting and grunting part of the quarry in a while. So as this has gotten worse, he’s moved to an interior position. Desk job. Manages the quarrymen.” The woman scooped up a ladle of soup and stared at it. There was a glassy look in her eyes, and Geela knew she was still reeling from her world being turned so upside down. Her whole life view shattered.

Geela had been annoyed when it was Darkos, and she actually cared about the poor bastard. She would have no patience for his parents, were they to mope and mourn.

Fortunately, Rakette didn’t seem the moper. She bit down hard on her spoon, a bit too hard, perhaps, for soup, and winced. However, Geela had no time to mock the woman because, at the briefest stirring of the soup, Geela’s nose was assaulted by a rather odd but enticing blend of goat and spices. At that point, there was no choice but to dig in.

It was a bit greasy, and there were too many small onions floating on top, but Darkos’s mother did know how to cook. It was homey and reminded Geela a bit of her own hometown, even if the taste wasn’t at all similar. The soup was a mix of flavors inherited over time: 50% local ingredients, 25% tried, true, and timely preparation techniques, 15% blend of spices passed down the generations, 5% nostalgia, and 5% acquired taste. No doubt Darkos would very much enjoy his soup once his father woke up and the whole family got over the dreadful shock they were all processing. Of course, the soup might be cold by then.

“So.” Rakette stared down Geela, not breaking eye contact as she slurped her soup. “You stole a mountain.”

“I needed opals.”

“You couldn’t just magic some into existence.”

“Gems aren’t intrinsically valuable. They’re valuable because no one else has them. You rely on that just as much.” Geela dabbed at her mouth to prevent a dribble of soup from staining her dress.

“We’re staking our livelihood on producing a product that no one else has. That’s far nobler.”

“Nobility isn’t why you trade your precious rocks. You do it to survive.”

“Mmm.” Rakette drew out the sound. “I understand how you can compare our need for life with your vanity. Cro—God knows you’ve probably sacrificed the former for the latter.”

Geela sniffed. “Naturally. That’s what I do.”

“Yet you’ve seduced my son.”

“We’re not dating, Mom!” It was the first thing Darkos had said since the two women had set to sparring over dinner. They both looked at him, eyebrows cocked, a little peeved that he’d interrupted. He sighed. “All right, go on.”

Geela placed her napkin on her lap as she set to buttering a roll. “Darkos is a dear friend. He would not be alive currently if he weren’t.”

Rakette bit into a roll herself, not bothering with cutting or buttering it. “As odd as it sounds, I believe you. Unless you were simply using him to find your way up here, but I feel as if you could have gotten the information from him otherwise. Fooling a priest into following you around for years seems highly inefficient.”

Geela choked on her roll at this and gulped down some water. She glared at Darkos’s mother. “Well, sometimes evil sorceresses need to have a little fun too.”

“Putting up with Darkos for two years isn’t what most people would call fun.”

“You wanna come fan Dad awake, Mom? I’ll just eat some soup, let you deal with him.”

“I’m just getting to know your friend.” Rakette’s voice maintained a strained note of casualness. “Try splashing some water on his face.”

Geela was smarting a bit. Darkos had been wrong to compare the two. This woman was condescending and nasty. Still, somehow Geela wasn’t quite ready to pull away from the conversation.

“Perhaps your antagonistic relationship has gotten in the way of you enjoying his company.” Geela took another sip of water, more refined this time. “After all, it only took a journey or two with him for me to realize he was worshipping a Void Fiend. But maybe I can just attribute that to simple mountainman ignorance.”

“Meanwhile, I can’t figure out what I should attribute to you traveling all this way to defeat Noire. I can’t remember my studies—that ignorant mountainman education, you see—but I could swear you were a Lady of the Void.” Rakette mirrored Geela’s sip of water. “Is it an ego thing? Can’t stand another powerful void being getting the spotlight? Or are you just here to worship it?” She placed the glass down and stared intently at Geela. “It couldn’t be that you’re scared.”

Every single suggestion made Geela bristle more and more. The woman didn’t know what she was dealing with. If Geela wanted to, she could—

“Oh, my head!” The exclamation broke the two from their civil combat as they both looked over to where Darkos had dumped a cup of water on his father’s aforementioned head. The man stirred on the ground before leaning heavily on Darkos to sit up. “The heat must have gotten to me. I had this terrible dream.”

Darkos stared at him. Geela stared at him. Rakette stared at him.

“Boy, are we about to disappoint you.”




* * * * *




Geela lay in her bedroll on the floor of Darkos’s old bedroom. His parents fully expected her to share a bed with him, but she was a tosser, and he slept like a mummified king, and besides, her bedroll was far comfier. The room was disappointingly plain. She’d been hoping for a juicier glimpse into Darkos’s childhood, and had to remind herself that he’d been here only two years ago, as a twenty-eight-year-old man. There were a few books, but otherwise, it was pretty ordinary. Honestly, it was a little bit of a relief to lie in the dark, fully unstimulated, after that evening.

Darkos’s parents had been absolutely terrified to learn they’d been worshipping Noire. Rakette had scarfed down four bowls of soup while Arthius barely touched his. They’d peppered Geela and Darkos with questions, but she’d kept pretty tight-lipped about her involvement with Noire. She had mentioned that she used to worship it but had stopped decades ago and dismissed it as an unfortunate but unimportant blight on her history.

They didn’t need to know this was her fault.

She rolled over on her side, brain clicking through the whole situation. The house was a mile out of town, far enough that Malevo or any of his voidic High Priests wouldn’t be able to sense her magic unless she cast something big. They may still have the jump on him. But nothing was certain. Perhaps he’d been waiting on a call from Sinistrina and had been concerned when she failed to answer. Perhaps she’d managed to send him a psychic message that she’d been kidnapped. Perhaps Noire saw her die and told Malevo what was going on.

He might know her plan. This put the whole house at risk, which meant that if Darkos and Geela went into the village tomorrow and left Rakette and Arthius alone at the hut, they could be dead long before Geela and Darkos returned. Might dampen morale a bit. Dragging along Darkos’s parents had definitely not been the plan but it was looking like the safe bet.

And when facing down the big cheese of the void himself, sometimes you needed to take as many safe bets as possible.




* * * * *




The morning dawned bright and sunny. At least, Geela could assume it had, but dawn had long passed by the time she stumbled into the kitchen, bleary-eyed and demanding tea.

“Ah, fresh out. If you want to pick some leaves from the garden, we can dry them for you,” offered Darkos’s father over a cup of coffee.

Geela stared daggers at him before retreating to her room to make her own goddamn tea. She came downstairs to giggles from the three, both Darkos and Rakette clasping mugs of tea themselves.

“We had ginger,” Darkos said. “He was just joking.”

Families truly were a blessed gift from the heavens.

They headed out for Sunnyville shortly after lunch, as soon as Geela had the chance to freshen up a bit. She felt absolutely no shame in riding Shaun to town while Darkos’s parents hobbled after her. When Arthius had asked if they had a second mule, Geela had simply replied, ‘ah, fresh out.’ Besides, she could technically pull seniority.

“The place is just as beautiful as it was when you left,” Rakette said. “The brook is just as clean, the tulips still grow by the path.”

“Betty Lee’s dog still fertilizes them best he can, and she graciously allows him to do God’s work, turning a blind eye to the crap every time,” Darkos’s father added. “Truly a generous woman.”

“Is the stone bridge still getting repairs done?” Darkos asked.

Rakette pulled a face, and Arthius laughed.

“It’s been fenced off since you left,” he said. “High Priest keeps promising this’ll be the year it gets done… But the snow makes it worse every winter, and the funding just isn’t there.”

These weren’t the kind of politics Geela liked. This wasn’t the kind of environment she enjoyed in general. For all her love of privacy, she loathed the small town politics of isolated villages. Living in the thick of a city, that’s where it all happened. The idea of the biggest issue a place had to offer being a broken bridge, well, it made Geela shiver.

Of course, this cutesy village technically did have a much bigger issue, and Geela reveled in the chance to break so many podunk villagers’ hearts. It was the little things that made this job bearable.

Darkos, on the other hand, was in heaven. As they walked into the idyllic town, his face split into a big old grin. He turned to Geela, his face like a child’s on Solstice morning or whatever fake holidays the people here celebrated. Both his parents exchanged uneasy glances behind him, though, before turning back to Darkos, faces forced into smiles.

“Just remember, a lot of people are kinda… they’re concerned.” His mother put one of those brawny hands on his shoulder. “You disappeared for a while.”

“Yeah, they just. You know how they talk.” Arthius shuffled his feet. “There was talk. A priest who’s been passed over so many times, gone so long. Can’t blame people for thinking…”

Darkos’s shoulders and smile drooped. “I suppose I’d think it too. I mean, it’s not like it was a secret that people thought I lacked faith.”

All around, Geela saw examples of the ‘concerns’ about ‘lack of faith’ written on the faces of everyone who tossed him shady looks before clutching their children close and scurrying away. Some old biddies sweeping their door stoops stopped and whispered to each other. An old shopkeep closed his shutters and pulled his ‘Open’ sign inside the building. It was so comically over the top that Geela laughed.

Darkos turned those big dejected puppy eyes on her then, mournful at his town turning against him. “It’s not funny. Rumors can ruin you here.”

“Rumors? Really Darkos, rumors?” The poor boy could be so dense. “They’re right. You did turn against your faith.” His body sagged, and Geela threw her hands up in the air. “We’ve been over this! You don’t care what they think, and you’re about to destroy their cult, save their lives, bring some…” she fumbled for the words a bit before landing on “...peace and medicine, right? The whole point of your weird religion?”

“Healing. But yeah, you’re right. I guess. Just weird to pretend like I don’t care.”

“But you shouldn’t care. ‘Pretend’ has nothing to do with it.” Geela didn’t understand. His whole adult life, Darkos had been made to feel inferior and lesser than other members of the cult. The priests had waved the promise of a calling in front of his face, year after year, withholding it for reasons Geela didn’t understand but had surely saved his life. Whether because they were evil or because they’d bullied him, Darkos should want this place to burn as much as Geela did.

Yet here he was, giving hesitant waves at suspicious-eyed neighbors who gardened angrily in his direction. Darkos couldn’t accept that some people were always going to hate him, but until he could, he would never be able to gain power from their rage. Geela thrived  in the hatred of others. The more they despised her, the angrier they grew from her successes. It was delicious, knowing how furious they were as she rose through the cosmic ranks, knowing that all their pleas of ‘karma pays’ had fallen on deaf ears from the cosmos.

Move over, karma. New bitch in town.

“What do you think?” Darkos asked.

Geela blinked. She’d been so wrapped up in judging him that she hadn’t noticed he’d been hesitating by her, fluttering nervously like a little kid showing his parents a homemade sodium bicarbonate and vinegar volcano.

“Oh. The… town? It’s very pretty. Very domestic.” Really, though, for all her dismissive tone, the place was very nice. Not at all what she’d expected. She’d wanted to make fun of Darkos for not recognizing his village’s innate evilness, yet here they stood amidst a beautiful mountain town, basking in the noon sun. It was almost too quaint.

“It’s a little quaint,” Darkos said, running a hand through his hair. “Maybe not your place, but—”

“No, no, it’s nice.” She inhaled through her teeth. “Lovely. I understand how it fooled you.”

He winced, and Geela wondered if that was a bit harsh. It was meant to be a kindness, almost a compliment. ‘No, Darkos, I don’t think you’re stupid. I think this place might have fooled me too.’ Perhaps the nostalgia was just too strong for him to pay much attention.

“So,” said Rakette, “the temple is just a mile down the road. Will you be attacking it today?”

Geela tilted her head. “I haven’t decided. It’s very much going to depend on what we find when we get there.”

Rakette nodded, swallowing hard. “Good.”

What she was saying ‘good’ to, Geela couldn’t tell. Of course, Geela wasn’t prepared to take on any cults right now. She hadn’t done all the work needed to explode the place, so there would be no boom today. The boom would come tomorrow. Rakette didn’t need to know that.

“Will you tell the priests and acolytes?” Arthius asked. “Before you…”

They really were concerned, and Geela could see where that was coming from. They’d likely spent the day before at market or the farm or wherever bumpkins spent their downtime chewing hay and talking nonsense, wasting time with several of these empty-minded simpletons of whom Geela now professed her most profound loathing and potential desire to kill. This was an understandable source of discomfort.

“Perhaps.” Geela arranged her skirt across Shaun’s back, smiling graciously. “I will give you the chance to sway your fellow cultists away from the church of Noire. We'll tour the temple, speak with the local priests, the worshippers. Get to understand their minds. Your job will be to ensure their salvation. You will have twenty-four hours, after which I will show little mercy.”

This seemed fair. Everyone won a little. The number of random cultists and priests who survived would be directly tied to Rakette and Arthius’s value on their lives. Darkos’s parents seemed like good people. Their judgment must be sound. If they didn’t care that much, Geela didn’t have to care too much about the inevitable smiting.

“Oh. Oh, we have twenty-four hours?” Rakette’s voice had a level of pitch and volume to it that Geela didn’t care enough to decipher.

“I think that’s generous.”

“Yeah, we’ll just talk about that, make sure it makes sense,” Darkos said, a tad quickly. Geela shot him a side-eyed glance. ‘We’ll just talk’ always ended well.

The little path twisted out of the village, the buildings falling away and the cobblestones turning smoother and cleaner. They shone in the glinting sun, glittering more than marble should while at the same time darker with each step. The air, in general, grew darker as they walked, even with the absence of trees or clouds. The path sloped upward, shifting to stairs as they climbed up a steep hill. Geela couldn’t even see the top as it became shrouded in mist.

“I suppose it would be cruel to take Shaun up.” Geela’s voice drew out the complaint as she slid off the mule’s back. “Stay,” she told him.

So up they went. Geela watched her feet, for while the stairs were smooth, they proved treacherous to her ankle-length gown. She hadn’t realized there’d be hiking. The path leveled after a fifteen-minute hike, and Geela finally looked up. Her lips parted as she took in the sight before her.

The temple loomed, crafted entirely of pitch dark direstone, a cursed substance often mined from pits thousands of feet underground. A massive stone crow perched atop the entrance, its inky wings covering the entryway. From the ceiling hung twisted chandeliers, which dripped with dark, glowing crystals that did little to illuminate the massive structure. The priests, mostly children or teenagers—reasonable, given their average life expectancy was eighteen—stared at them. The younger children wore spider-like masks over their faces and scuttled away at the sight of the four visitors. The older priests backed away into the shadows, their faces skeletal, their smokey, filmy robes hanging off their gaunt bodies.

Geela took in the horrific sight for just a few seconds before rounding on Darkos and his parents, her face the most perfect arrangement of outrage.

“How?”

“You know, in hindsight—”

“No, actually, how?”

“The direstone makes a lot more sense now that—”

Darkos’s voice trickled into sputtering nonsense as Geela stared him and his parents down. Never one to delve too much into the faces of others, she’d initially failed to see much of a resemblance between the family members. But now, looking at those wide, guileless eyes and open, gawking mouths, she finally got it.

All three were complete and utterly oblivious idiots.

“I swear to the Gods I will rain down hellfire on the three of you!”











CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A Blind Spot for the Void




“Geela, I’m sorry. Geela, wait!”

Geela stormed from the temple, eyes on fire, dragging a concerned Shaun in her wake. Outrage, fury, flames! Flames on the side of her face. She simply could not rationalize it.

“You have to understand, when you really want to believe in something—”

“Brainwashed.”

“If you understand what we were looking for—”

“Delusional!”

“It isn’t like that!” Rakette said. She looked back at where a shamefaced Darkos and Arthius lurked several paces behind them and dropped her voice. “You have no idea what Arthius and I needed.”

Geela ignored the woman. Cultists were all the same. They always had such compelling reasons. ‘Oh, I needed meaning in my life,’ ‘oh but I wanted a new start,’ ‘oh but I fell in love with one of the cultists, so I blinded myself.’

There was no excuse. No excuse to miss how clearly evil that temple was. Arthius had been born here, so maybe he had an out, but Rakette did not. A woman who, as a girl, sparred with fairies over toys and trinkets but somehow missed that Alerion was, at the very least, not a God of peace… Simple, utter foolishness. Darkos had more sense than the two of them pushed together. He truly did.

	Geela shivered at the thought.

They were halfway through the town when Geela noticed a hurried pair of footsteps belonging to no group member had grown louder. From his smokey robes and crow emblazoned on their amulet, Geela could identify the man as a part of the church. However, his comparatively full cheeks and old age—perhaps mid-thirties—set him aside from the average priest. No, not a simple victim. This man must hold some high ranking in the church.

A disciple of Noire.

He stopped at Darkos, put a pale hand on his shoulder, and spoke low and hurried. “Darkos, child, we saw you at temple. Why did you leave? Your standing with Alerion is in jeopardy. We urge you to return and speak with the High Priest. Make amends.” The voice was so oily that Geela felt dirty.

She turned to intervene, but Darkos spoke. “Jeremich. It’s good to see you too.” His voice was even, and Geela slowly closed her mouth. “I didn’t see you when we stopped by the temple. How are you?”

“Good child of Alerion, will you not return with me?”

 Arthius looked ready to faint again, and Rakette’s face burned red.

“I would love to join you at temple.” Darkos’s smile was a level of placid and calm that Geela used to hate. Now it made her nervous. “I ought to return my parents and my guest to their house first, however.”

“Will you see us this evening? We can prepare a confessional for you.” The man’s hand moved from Darkos’s shoulder to the side of his neck, one finger trailing up to Darkos’s cheek. Geela almost physically attacked him. But this wasn’t her territory. Despite Noire being her first real squeeze, Geela was out of her element, so she had to surrender the situation to Darkos. She had no other choice.

“I can’t wait to be there and make my peace with Alerion, Father.” Darkos bowed respectfully. “You will see me by the end of this eve, I swear it.”

“As the crow decrees.” The priest nodded and backed away, vanishing quickly to the shadows.

“Right.” Darkos turned back to the group, face ashen. “They know I’m not coming back quietly. What now?”




* * * * *




Geela made tea for everyone when they got back, whether or not they asked. She needed to busy her hands while her brain spun. Taking out the cult, well, that was supposed to be something she’d have some time to do. Maybe twenty four hours, though probably more since the whole twenty four hour bit had been a bluff to rattle Darkos’s parents. They were supposed to go around and try to shatter their neighbors’ faith in a vain attempt to save their lives from the impending reckoning while Geela plotted.

Of course, this impending reckoning was starting to look like it might be quite a feeble blowout if Geela couldn’t use her unexpectedly scant few hours effectively.

“How long before you think they’ll come?” Geela asked as she sloshed mugs of tea down with bangs on the kitchen table. “Like when will they expect you?”

“I’m in trouble for not returning after my pilgrimage.” Darkos’s face was stony. “And they know that I know. So they might assume I’ll push it off. I’m guessing they’ll expect me by midnight.”

Geela glanced at the clock on the wall. It was just past one in the afternoon. Fantastic. Just dandy.

“Perfect. I love acting on the spot. I’m absolutely in my element here.” Geela sliced a hand through the air and ripped open a portal, causing the other three inhabitants in the room to jump. She paid them no mind and instead lifted a finger, causing a torrent of books and artifacts to flood the room. “I imagine none of you are particularly well versed in the powers of pretty much anything that isn’t a fake God, so you’re all going to do exactly what I say, and maybe, just maybe, we get out of this alive.”




* * * * *




The plan could work. It might. It had better. Geela didn’t really enjoy relying on others—despised it, actually, absolutely despised it—so basing her entire plan of attack on the actions of other people, people she didn’t know, didn’t trust, and didn’t like, made her queasy. Psionics hadn’t been a favorite subject of hers back at school, but she was ‘just so damn good at it, that it’d be a real shame if you didn’t at least take psy 102.’ Professor Lily had known that psionics was closed to any non-psychics but made an exception for Geela, who had an aptitude for the study, even if she lacked the genes.

The psychics were weird and bullied her. If they hadn’t been so bitchy and cruel, she would have just dropped the class. But an offense, a personal slight, against Geela herself? No, that would never do. So she showed them by, of course, growing stronger and more powerful, beating them at their own game. Her inability to cast on the dime never earned her acceptance among her peers, but at that point, friends weren’t really the goal. She just had to be better.

All that said, she never grew to really love it. Messing with people just didn’t really jive with her. She liked manipulating them practically, not artificially. Flying to look like an angel? Cool. Creating the illusion of an army behind her? Super.

But hypnotizing a town into worshipping her? Boooooring. There was no sizzle there.

Yet here she was, hypnotizing a town to worship her. Not because her ego demanded it—hypnosis was the cotton candy of worship; sweet, fluffy, and utterly empty—but because it was the fastest way to siphon power away from Noire’s followers. After a few hours of weaving a powerful, if temporary, net, Geela tasked Darkos’s parents with distributing anchors to as many townsfolk as possible. Essentially a ‘want them to survive? Get an anchor on them’ conversation. Geela had no patience and wasn’t going to risk Darkos just to give the couple extra time to save some random cultists. The plan went nuclear at midnight, when the four arrived at the temple.

“What else do we have?” Geela sprawled dramatically on the sofa, staring up into the dark living room’s ceiling and brainstorming. “Give me something real.”

“Ugggggggh.” Darkos’s moan confirmed more of what Geela had slowly been piecing together. ‘Alerion’s temple didn’t have defenses because Alerion didn’t have enemies. As priests of Alerion, we had no reason to defend the temple because we were priests of health and peace. There weren’t any defenses, Geela. I don’t know how to help, Geela.’

Because why would a priest of healing or peace ever consider what nonexistent defenses guarded his isolated temple? Geela, and admittedly Darkos—really, Arthius and Rakette too—all knew that this held approximately no water. But with the followers so aware of Darkos’s presence and Geela’s sharp warning of ‘no, Darkos, void followers can sense magic, if I go out, they’ll spot me in a heartbeat,’ it was impossible to investigate further. Even with the general unreliability of magic sensing, it’d be too risky.

And the talent was unreliable. Geela couldn’t pick up on the void magic on Darkos. Darkos couldn’t pick up on the void magic on the priests. Apparently, the two of them were crap at sensing void magic. At least Geela knew her blindspot came from the source of her mystic sensing, namely her void magic. It was hard to pick up on the magic you were using to sense. She couldn’t figure out why Darkos hadn’t detected it, though. Sheer lack of perception, probably.

“I mean, there were some symbols on the walls, but I don’t remember what any of them—”

“Look. If you can’t remember anything concrete, just shut up. I don’t want to hear about what you don’t remember. I get it. It’s nothing. You forget everything. You have the perception of an earthworm that can’t find the surface during a rainstorm.” Geela let out a long, loud breath that bellowed from her lungs like a rhinoceros, and she threw her hands in the air, lamenting the humanity of it all. Then her eyes narrowed, noticing her smooth fingers, unblemished by any of her rings. She moaned even louder. “Darkos! Look. My fingers. My bare fingers!”

“Your what?” Darkos sat up from the ground, taking her hand and inspecting her finger while Geela watched, face flat. “They look, uh, good, right? Very very youthful.”

“I hate you.”

“What?”

“My ring.”

“Your ring.”

“From the volcano.”

“From the—oh shoot. Hold up, let me…” One hand still holding her fingers hostage, he patted down his pockets, more in the vein of a guard trying to find an explosive than in the vein of a bumbling man fumbling for a ring whose timely appearance could very well save his life. “Aha.”

‘Aha,’ was probably the least useless thing Darkos had uttered in days, and she let out another sigh, feeling as though she were rapidly coming to the end of her stockpile of exasperated breath to unleash.

“At least you haven’t screwed one thing up. Give me,” she demanded. Darkos looked concerned, though, so she twisted to fixate him a bit better. “What?”

“Oh, the ring. I thought I’d lost it.” His forehead was doing the crinkle thing it did when he had a thought that he’d need another few days to formulate. “I didn’t remember using it. Or something. I’d thought maybe someone had taken it. But I guess I was wrong.”

“Well, luckily for you, you were. Now give.”

He nodded and held out the ring. For a moment, he tried to put it on one of her apprehended fingers, but after a second of hapless buffoonery, she just snatched it.

“Will it help at all?” he asked as she examined it.

“Oh, unlikely.” She slipped it on her finger. “But I am glad that we finally got that sorted.”

“Darkos!”

The two looked over to find Darkos’s parents walking in through the front door. They both looked the kind of rattled that was masked by a weak visage of normalcy.

“How are you two! Got a plan of attack?” Rakette’s voice held this little trill, like she’d come home to find her kid and his friend stashing pipeweed under the sofa cushion. “Come up with something good?”

“Uh, yeah, Mom, it’s coming together.”

“Yeah?” Arthius’s voice also had a weird swell to it, like he was trying too hard to be jovial. “Anything to share with us?”

Why were Darkos’s parents so weird? The chumminess and pal-around nonsense was cute if annoying, but since the Noire boot dropped, all of their responses had become distorted through a funhouse mirror. Reversed, stretched, squished, and then reversed again.

“You’ll be coming along and providing physical support,” Geela said. “You’re the closest I’ve got to henchmen, so we’re going to wing it.” Darkos hadn’t liked the idea, but they needed muscle, and his parents were strong and knew enough about the area and temple and really, it wasn’t safer at home. Angry mobs typically came with penchants for pitchforks and torches, provided there were any mobs left. “Did you anchor the village?”

“Best we could. We ran out of anchors.” Arthius demonstrated this point by gesturing to his empty bucket.

Geela sat up fully now. “That was fast.” She’d expected the limiting factor to be time, not number of anchors.

Rakette shrugged. “We had the villagers pass them out. Told them that the High Priest instructed us to spread as many ‘tokens of Alerion’ as possible for Darkos’s salvation. The townsfolk may be treating him coldly, but they all want his soul to be saved.” A smile crossed her lips. “You said we just needed to hand out as many as possible, so we got them to do it.”

This was genius, and it peeved Geela. Using the town’s people’s devotion and dedication to pass out Geela’s psionically bewitched trinkets was a stroke of brilliance, and Rakette knew it.

“That’ll do. What time is it?”

“Closing in on ten. What’s the plan? You need us to arm up?” Rakette asked.

“You’ve got weapons, I’m to assume?” Geela asked.

“Mmhm. Arth, getcher crossbow and my pickaxe.”

“Done. Darkos, give me a hand?”

Geela watched them vanish down to the basement. Pickaxe she’d expected, but the crossbow had been a surprise. Not really a weapon you saw too much in the wilderness. Crossbows were city weapons. Then again, Arthius was the foreigner, as Rakette had pointed out their first night here.

“So, um, you spent quite a bit of time with Darkos planning, hmm?” Rakette eyed the mess on the floor. “He help you?”

“Oh, as much as he can.” Geela started waving her hands, vacuuming up the artifacts into her portal. “Being Darkos.”

“Seems like you two aren’t exactly fit for traveling companions.”

Geela frowned, watching rings and daggers and amulets vanish into her personal pocket of eternity. “He’s got his uses.”

“Yes, well, but after you’re done here, you’re likely to need someone a bit more suited for adventuring. And he’s not likely to want to continue chasing around the likes of you.”

The likes of Geela? Who, besides Barney, could possibly not want to chase her around?

“Are you volunteering, Rakette?” Geela snapped her portal shut and rounded on the woman. “I enjoy having Darkos around. He’s useful when he has to be, and…” Geela narrowed her eyes. “We get along.”

“Two years is a poor trial period when you’re, what, sixty? You’ll get sick of each other yet.” Rakette folded her arms, not backing down.

Darkos’s mother never failed to somehow summon the absolute most inappropriate response to a situation. Ready to go fight an evil cult that holds the souls of her village hostage? Better go attack the woman about to save them all.

“Rakette, I’m sure you’re a lovely person. I’ve seen no evidence of this, but you’ve fooled at least two men into thinking so, which must count for something.” Geela stalked towards the door. “I have no interest in debating my relationship with your son any further. Summon the men immediately to the garden. We’re going to do a trial run of costumes and artifacts.”

With a flourish, she stormed from the house.

Inside, she heard Rakette call, “Arth! Dark! You need any help finding—” before the slamming door cut off her words, and Geela disappeared out to the garden in search of an open space.

Arth, Dark, and Rak. What a bunch of stupid podunk names. And Geela fit in with all of them. Somehow Ja’Eel, evil sorceress, was now Geela, playing around with Arth, Rak, and Dark.

The door clicked open, and she heard Arthius’s heavily accented voice shout, “All right, witch, whatcha got for us?”

His accent was southern, maybe the Second Beach Region. Made sense with his name, Arthius. Rakette, though, that was just a stupid name. Made it sound like she was from the First Forest Region; everyone’s name there ended with -ette. Which, admittedly, made sense given her story about her dealings with fairies before moving to the mountains.

“Geela?”

But Geela didn’t respond to Darkos’s call because something had just jammed in her brain. Darkos’s father was a foreigner, Rakette had said as much when they’d first arrived, and his accent confirmed it. But when speaking in Geela’s zone of truth, she’d admitted to having lived somewhere before ‘moving to the mountains.’

Why would two foreigners move to the mountains? Why to Sunnyville, home of Alerion? How had they even heard of the place? Had they followed Noire all along?

Their horrified faces swam in Geela’s mind, the expressions of dread upon learning Alerion’s true identity. Would be hard to fake, especially in a zone of truth. They were almost too terrified. Why should two sheltered cult followers know anything about a Void Fiend, know enough to be as appropriately afraid as they were?

But they weren’t sheltered cultists. They’d both moved to the Alerion cult, somehow with an exceptional knowledge of Void Fiends but also a hatred of said Void Fiends. She just couldn’t write this off as coincidence. Too much lined up that didn’t line up.

“Dark? Didja find her?”

Geela felt sick.

She would never make fun of someone again for missing clues. Not when she’d somehow missed the most obvious hint ever thrust in her face.

A couple with an unusual amount of knowledge about Void Fiends moving to a remote region that worshipped an unknown God just didn’t make sense. But a couple who’d somehow learned that a certain Void Fiend threatened their unborn son, fleeing their home in favor of a hidden village that worshiped a God of healing and peace… That made a lot more sense.

Geela had no idea how Rakette and Arthius had known. Hell, Geela could be wrong, but she wasn’t often.

“Geela!”

She flinched at Darkos’s scolding tone of voice as he thrust a lantern in her face.

“Darkos.” Her voice was flat and distant, and immediately his eyes grew concerned.

“We were looking for you. You’re worried.”

Yes, she was. Not just because of the cult, not just because of Noire. The face in front of her, cast in shadows, now made her heart skip a beat. The face of someone strong enough to withstand Noire’s draining power for decades where others had fallen and died. The face of someone with unexplained magic sensing and a void blindspot. 

The face of someone named Darkos. How had Geela missed it?











CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Returning to Alerion's Embrace




Darkos lay prostrate on the floor, his labored breathing the only noise in the small, stifling room. The confessional reminded Darkos of the bottom of a well, which was a comparison that he, unfortunately, had the experience to make. The tall, pit-like room sat in the middle of a massive confessor’s chamber. However, the sweltering room was so dark that Darkos couldn’t even see where a door to the outer chamber might be.

“Are you ready, brother?” The command echoed through the room like a dull bell.

“I’m ready.” Sweat dripped down his brow. “Please.”

“Brother Darkos, you left your order, your duty, your sacred vocation.” The accusation rang through his head. “You abandoned Alerion. How do you plead?”

“Guilty. Guilty and deeply apologetic.” Faith had always been Darkos’s strongest suit, and yet here he lay, burning in his heavy robes, wavering when he needed to believe the most. He’d spent his whole life believing. He must hold strong.

“We sense a lack of conviction.” A bell tolled. “You must release your doubts and fall back into the embrace of Alerion.”

The room grew hotter. It was now the start of the third hour of his penance, and he closed his eyes, trying to summon up more perseverance. They had to feel his faith, or he’d die here.

“I feel, from the depths of my heart, the love of Alerion.”

Alerion. He pictured the word, held fast to the drawings of his God in sacred text. He believed. He believed. His faith, no matter how many ups and downs in the past few months, believed fully in the image in his mind’s eye.

He believed.

“Sister, I feel his soul. His faith in the name is restored. He worships Alerion.”

“Yet there is a heart in here that does not. Who dares defile the air with heres—”

There was a crash from somewhere outside the confessional, and Darkos braced himself. The High Priests outside knew his faith was strong, but someone out there lacked that piety, and they felt it.

An explosion rocked the room, tearing away part of the wall, and Darkos could see light and smell fresh, cool air. He gasped and fumbled to get out, but what he saw there was enough to make anyone’s heart stop.

Standing in the heart of the confessor’s chamber, holding two terrifying orbs of black light, stood Arthius, Darkos’s own father. The man’s eyes were wild with a glowing purple shine, and all around him lay the confessors, the three highest priests of the temple, sprawling all about.

“We’ve been breached!” High Priest Bryans scrambled to his feet. “Sound the alarm!”

A huge gong rang out from the room at his words. Darkos knew that all over the temple, the older, Senior Clergy would be leading the younger priests to the perimeters of the chamber to prevent escape. It was the ranks of these younger priests that Darkos once belonged to. They had likely spent the evening praying or otherwise depriving themselves of sleep, but now they would be called to fight.

“The man follows a Patron most evil!” shrieked High Priest Anitemma. “Strike him down!”

“Evil? Evil say you?” Darkos’s father’s voice was a roar. “No, I have simply seen the true way of the universe. I sent Darkos out into the world to bring back a virgin sacrifice, a worldly woman whose mind was untouched by the love of Alerion. Now her blood fuels my power. Be prepared to fall.”

Darkos made eye contact with his father for a split second as the room filled with Senior Clergy before he looked out the main doors, the ones that led outside. He could barely catch his breath, and his brain scrambled to catch up with everything that had happened.

“You damned foreigner!” Anitemma spat on the ground and made a symbol like a star in the air. All around them, the other priests mimicked the sign, and glowing golden light began to fill the room.

Darkos counted. Three High Priests. Twenty-five of the Senior Clergy, older priests who’d stayed at the temple while the other priests went out into the world. Then there were dozens of regular priests guarding the room, almost all of them under eighteen.

And there, in the middle of the room, was his father, staring all of them down.

For a moment, the room hung in perfect silence. Soon, though, a new noise filled the air. Not the humming of magic or a scream of attack. Instead, it was the slow, rhythmic thud of marching and the sound of distant chanting.

“What is this?” asked the eldest High Priest, the most ancient of the order, Leoth. His voice was a low croak. “What have you done?”

But Darkos’s father looked afraid now. “No,” he whispered. “It can’t be.”

The voices outside grew louder, and now everyone could hear them.

Alerion.

Alerion!

ALERION!

Gasps and murmurs spread among the priests as Darkos’s father backed away in terror from the door. Everyone could see now, a dazzling light growing closer and closer as the roaring crowd outside reached a painful volume.

The doors blew open with a force that knocked them off their hinges. It was bright as day outside.

The light emitted from a towering figure dressed all in silver, emblazoned with moon and stars all over his armor. A shining helmet sat on his head, its visor in the shape of a crow. Any child who grew up in Sunnyville knew who the figure was from the countless pictures, the stained glass windows, the ancient scripture.

Tthe entire populace of the town surrounded their God, faces in rapt adoration. Standing by his side was the Lord’s harold, a small, feathery scion, dark in color, head half human, half crow.

The towering figure raised a hand, and everyone’s eyes drew towards him.

“My children!” The deep voice washed over them, warmth, might, and rage all combined. “I come to you in your deepest time of need. For I see my people at the mercy of a man who would bring all of them to ruin. A man who would betray his family, his people, his God, for power and violence and darkness. I will not allow it. Arthius, prepare to die on this day. Thus saith Alerion.”




* * * * *




The cacophony of confusion was absolutely priceless. Half the poor child priests threw themselves to the floor in sheer slavish devotion. The other half sort of stumbled and tripped, realizing none of the elders had gotten remotely excited. Instead, the bitter old faces held the same pinched dismay that one might see on a parent’s face after a favorite uncle brought home dangerous and noisy toys for the children.

The room hung with a palpable energy, confusion, fury, delight, worship, excitement, and downright disbelief.

Geela loved it.

“Uh, no.” The High Priest—a younger one, maybe his name was Brian?—held his chin up high.

Geela leveled him a stare from behind her stupid crow mask. “You defy me?” she asked, her voice so heavily altered that even she didn’t recognize it.

“You’re uh…” He was stuck. Arthius, with his claims of ‘sacrificing a worldly virgin’ and his explosion of the confessional—using the aforementioned ‘virgin’s’ magic—marked him as the clear enemy. Geela, with her dazzling, picture-perfect replica of Alerion’s armor and surrounded by adoring townspeople, was their clear savior. The outfit had taken so much time painstakingly prying details from Darkos’s miserable memory, only for him to remember, after two hours, that he had a book upstairs with a picture.

She’d better look like their damn savior. In fact, they’d better kiss her feet.

At this errant thought, a few nearby villagers picked up on the psychic message and stooped to do as much. She shooed them away with a gentle leg shake and then looked back up to see the clergy glaring her down.

Good. They were rattled, and it showed. And why shouldn’t they be? They were, after all, staring down the physical manifestation of a God they invented. A God that only they knew was invented. Well, they, Darkos, and the hideous feathery thing that bobbed anxiously on her feet, not at all happy with the costume Geela had designed for her.

She didn’t have to be happy, though. Geela’s barely—okay, not at all—contained elation at the sour look on Rakette’s face had been more than enough. It wasn’t revenge for all the nasty things Rakette had said right before they left, about her relationship with Darkos. It wasn’t revenge for how Rakette had found out she was carrying a void spawn and managed to find one of the few places on the planet that worshipped Noire.

No, Rakette got to be her herald because Geela just didn’t like her.

Geela waved a heavily gauntleted hand, and the ‘herald’ leaped forward, spreading feathery, wing-like arms. “The Lord himself comes from on high to grant you salvation!” Rakette’s voice was also modulated, so ridiculous that Geela couldn’t help but smile underneath her helmet. Yes, she was that petty. “Your hour of redemption is at hand!”

“Hail hail!” shouted the enthralled villagers.

“Right.” High Priest Anitemma cleared her throat. “One moment.” She gestured for the other High Priests to huddle.

Meanwhile, Arthius and Darkos wasted no time in slowly putting distance between themselves and the multitude of conflicted priests. No one had noticed them moving yet. The Senior Clergy all had their eyes on the young priests.

The High Priests nodded and broke apart.

“You,” said High Priest Leoth, pointing a finger, “are not Alerion!”

An awkward silence fell over the crowd as no one knew how to respond. Cults typically had clear pecking orders, but this was a violation of everything. Cults—really most religions but specifically cults—were always run by three elements: the Patron, the leaders, and the mob. Often, in cults, the Patron, if they existed, took a backseat. The leaders grew their power by creating a rigid ruleset meant to control an unwavering mob. The leaders forced the mob into following the Patron without question.

Usually, this resulted in the leader holding complete control. They built the machine, and they used it well. But Geela had set the mob against the leaders. The mob saw their Patron, and the leaders were now realizing that they no longer had the best story. As followers of Noire, the best they could do was void magic. As an illusionist, Geela could appear to call upon anything.

Now, usually, Gods didn’t like you stealing their images. Except maybe the mimic God. She liked when her supplicants mimicked her. It was a vanity thing. Or the doppelganger God, who technically had no form, so, therefore, all forms were a stolen image. That one was just confusing. But those aside, creating the illusion of any other God was a good way to get yourself reduced to a pile of ash or goop or soot, depending on the domain. So ordinarily, Geela would never disguise herself as a real God.

It was a damn good thing the cultists worshiped a fake one.

“You are a false prophet, taking on the image of our God!” This accusation was leveled by Brian, who shook with fury, his face a blotchy red. “Whoever you are, we will smite you!”

“I see that Arthius was not the only seed of heresy,” Geela said. She shook her head, disappointment radiating off her righteously. “A shame. I have sat in the Cosmic Realm so long and simply held faith that my followers would sort this out. I am sorrowful to see my priests have failed to protect against the usurpers.” She held up a hand as the teenage priests began to wail. “I am a forgiving God, however. You who have come to my side shall have their sins forgotten once we cleanse this blight.”

“The traitor escapes!” shouted Rakette, pointing a feathery hand at her husband as he took advantage of Geela’s monologue to flee.

“I’ll get him!” Darkos said, already sprinting after his father. “He’s my responsibility!”

“Wait. Wait, no. Wait.” This was one of the Senior Clergy, a follower of Noire’s that clearly just didn’t make the cut for High Priest. “Wait, is that okay?” He pointed, eyes wide, and Geela recognized the priest who had chased after them when they’d first left the temple.

“Is… what? Jeremich, is now really the time?” High Priest Brian’s teeth were grit as he spoke.

“Do we… Are we okay with Darkos and Arthius getting away?” He looked a tad too much like a student who snitched on a classmate for cheating on an exam. How did this man even make seniority? It may have just been a mercy to axe him early, put him out of his misery.

“Why do we care?” Anitemma threw her hands in the air. “This,” she jerked a thumb at Geela, “is more important.”

“Well.” Jeremich lowered his voice in a useless attempt to mute it in the vast, echoey chamber. “Well. All I’m saying is. If ‘Alerion’ is here to punish Arthius for… whatever he did.”

“For sacrificing the maiden and corrupting Darkos,” prompted another Senior Clergy.

“Right. But ‘Alerion’ isn’t ‘Alerion’—” the damn fool even used bloody air-quotes, “—then maybe Arthius is our ally.”

“He does have a point,” said another Senior Clergy. “If this Alerion is our enemy, then Arthius should be our friend.”

“But wouldn’t we have had to order the attack on the confessional, then?” asked another. “Did we—”

“We most certainly did not!” said Leoth. “All we planned on doing was reprogramming Darkos! Arthius attacked us during that!”

“But how can both Alerion and Arthius be against us if they’re also against each other?” asked Anitemma. “And how is Alerion even here if—”

“You know we can hear you, right?” Rakette tilted her head, a comedic look on her birdlike face. Then she looked to the young priests, their weary, wary eyes filled with conflict. “The High Priests and Senior Clergy are clearly no followers of Alerion’s.” Rakette flapped her arms and began running around in circles, jumping and twirling. “Come, come, come to your Lord’s aid!”

Geela watched as she spun and fluttered. It was definitely a good thing that the helmet fully covered her face. She couldn't stop her jaw from dropping open as she watched Rakette flail. Her mind warred between wanting to laugh til tears streamed down her face at the ludicrous foolishness and wanting to scream in rage at Rakette jeopardizing their entire mission with whatever the holy hell this was.

The entire room didn’t laugh but also didn’t quite seem enraged. Instead, it held its collective breath, waiting for a response. A minute passed. Then another.

Rakette managed to dance her way over to Geela. She threw her wings out dramatically, covering her mouth. “Move. The. Villagers.”

Geela blinked. “Move them? What are you doing?” she whispered.

“It’s a dance of peace enforcement. This is how we win over the priests.” She broke off as she skipped to the other side, still spinning and whipping her arms around. “If they see it spur the people into a frenzy, they’ll buy it but right now—”

“On it.” Geela reached into the depths of her mind and pulled out a command. It was an unpleasant feeling, similar to having a long piece of yarn pulled from deep within your nasal passage. Not that Geela had any experience with that, especially not as a young child who got into her mother’s knitting far too often.

The command extracted, she balled it up and psychically hurled it at the anchors on each villager.

The people charged forward, filling the confessor room, leaping and flailing themselves, ordered to mimic Rakette’s moves.

“Dance, dance, dance for your Lord!” Rakette crowed.

And the priests did. They danced. Somehow, the terrified children who had just been informed of their High Priests’ evilness were thoroughly convinced by Rakette’s frantic spasming. In hindsight, initiating the ritual had been brilliant, but Geela was almost glad Rakette had been the one to come up with it. Geela would have hated to have instigated that.

Soon the entire chamber was filled with dancing so terrible that Geela almost longed for the miserable square dances of her childhood.

“Enough!” High Priest Leoth slammed his hands together, and a purple light exploded. “Clergy! Follow the traitor Arthius and his son!”

“They have revealed their true power.” Rakette’s voice broke with how loud she screamed. “Do not let them interfere with Darkos’s work. For his cause is ordained. The wayward son has found his calling.”

The townsfolk and priests turned their eyes to where the High Priests and Senior Clergy stood. The followers of Noire. The dark disciples began drawing new symbols in the air, summoning forward glowing glyphs.

Void magic dealt with the fabric of nature, usually with the purpose of destroying said fabric, but not always. It was for this reason that void mages often could sense magic. It was why Sinistrina could deconstruct the air around Geela, poisoning her. It was the perfect weapon when fighting one other, very powerful foe. It was good against an environment, such as cursing a village.

It was bad in a large brawl.

“Fight for your God!” Geela closed her eyes for just a moment, relishing how the words felt in her mouth. Yes, she didn’t care too much for hypnosis, but she couldn’t stop herself from basking just a bit in the glory of it all. Besides, real God or not, she was their savior.

Then she opened her eyes just in time to see the pandemonium break out.











CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Mother Knows Best




The priests and villagers and clergy all clashed in a glorious heap of screams and shouts and explosive light. Rakette launched herself into the fray, impressively bold for a woman of sixty, flapping and flitting around and trying desperately to keep the kids from hurting each other too much.

Geela loved it. Every minute of it. The shouts of ‘For Alerion,’ the clang of weapons, the dazzling bursts of spark and smoke. She indiscriminately hurled ‘lightning bolts’—force fields disguised by illusions that expanded rapidly upon hitting the ground—into the crowd, forcing apart any clump of combatants that had grown too large. Every time one detonated, a group of priests would fly into the air like devout little kernels of popcorn.

God, she missed this. It had been some fifteen years since she’d been so in the thick of combat. She’d broken both legs in that fight and had taken it as a sign that she was getting too old for action, but damn, was this exactly what the doctor ordered. It didn’t hurt that, at twelve feet tall, she was pretty untouchable. Best of all, the stupid little followers of Noire had no clue who she was. Every time she fired a bolt or poured some energy into the charms on the villagers, imbuing them with extra strength or durability, the Senior Clergy fixed her with eyes of terror. She could practically hear their shriveled little walnut brains processing at the speed of molasses.

‘Who was this God? Did we create them? Did they come into being from our fake prayers? Was Noire playing an elaborate prank on us?’

“My Lord!”

Rakette’s squeaky voice snapped Geela out of her gloating.

“Yes, herald?”

“We’ve lost sight of two High Priests, and several Senior Clergy are unaccounted for. The fighting has spilled into the surrounding hallways. Darkos is potentially in danger!”

Oh, so now the woman cared about his safety.

“Accompany me into the halls! We will ensure his safe passage!” Geela began to cut through the fighting. The armor was enchanted with heavy deflective magic, so anything that hit her flew away with twice the force of the impact. The enemies learned this the hard way when two Senior Clergy charged her with roars of ‘HERESY’ only to go flying thirty feet in the air upon impact.

It brought a tear to her eyes.

Outside, the fighting transformed from an all-out, free-for-all brawl into something between a siege and guerilla warfare. Priests crouched in living cells, firing spells out holes and cracks in the doors. Senior Clergy perched atop columns and warped the air with vicious energies. A large explosion rocked the hall as six priests toppled one of the columns, and the building shuddered.

“Where’d Darkos go?” Geela asked Rakette.

“Disappeared down that passage at the end.” Rakette pointed at a narrow doorway. “It leads into the inner sanctum. We have to stop anyone else from getting in.”

Through the din, there was no way anyone who wasn’t singularly perceptive would be able to tell the two women were speaking to each other. Given the demonstrated… everything about the priests and Clergy, Geela was wholly unconcerned about anyone overhearing.

“Right. On my signal.” Geela narrowed her eyes, peering through her visor as she watched more carnage unfold. Finally, after someone threw a particularly spectacular cloud of shadow, Geela saw an opening and bolted. It was good that the hall was so dark. She struggled enough running normally. Running dramatically, in this nonsense costume, would have been out of the question.

As always, her timing was perfect, and she made it to the passage just as the smoke settled. She finished her movement with a theatrical spin, her armor glinting through the fading darkness.

Then she noticed a small feathery figure, way back at the entrance to the hall, looking around bewildered. Rakette looked up in time to see Geela’s little conclusionary twirl, and the woman’s birdlike face contorted in frustration. Geela had to restrain the urge to plant her hands on her hips. Not a good look, but she was furious at the foolish woman for staying behind.

“HERALD!” she bellowed. “To my side!”

Rakette’s beak opened in outrage, and she pantomimed frantically at the crowd.

Geela shrugged.

Realizing Geela wouldn't be of any further help—Geela had done her part; Rakette had failed to follow up—Rakette lowered her head, squared her shoulders, and charged. Geela wasn’t sure if the woman knew that her helmet-mask-thing had the same deflective energy as Geela’s armor. She hoped not. It was so much more delicious to assume that Rakette, eyes on the floor and running, had no idea that enemies and allies alike were pinging off her head in every direction.

It had been intended to prevent things from dropping on her and causing irreparable brain damage—assuming the nasty woman didn’t already have it—but this maneuver surpassed Geela’s wildest dreams. Enemies and allies alike, bouncing off Rakette’s skull, crashing into the fighting around them, all as the woman plowed through with the grace of an ox. It was an image Geela would commit forever to memory.

Finally, Rakette reached her side, panting. “That was—” she gasped “—easier than I’d expected.”

“It would have been even easier if you’d just followed me.”

“You didn’t give a signal!”

Geela opened her mouth and froze. She had, hadn’t she? She’d given a signal, right? But as she replayed her brilliant and daring dash through the darkened hall, she had to admit that there had been no signal.

At least, she had to admit it to herself. Rakette wouldn’t get that satisfaction.

“You must have missed it.”

“Imagine being the big Geela Scilatia and setting off such an insignificant signal that someone staring right at you missed it.”

Geela bristled, but her retort was interrupted by a missile of purple energy that shattered the rock above her head. She blasted back an expanded field, which knocked some priests back.

“Imagine missing that you were worshipping a Void Fiend.” Geela stepped behind a column as a shower of sparks splashed at them.

“Oh, right, so we’re back on that.”

“That one is pretty hard to forgive.”

Rakette ducked behind a chunk of ceiling and hurled a handful of spatter rocks into the fray, which emitted a massive belch of noxious gas. “We tracked down the church of Alerion very specifically. They were better at hiding their true nature than you can imagine.”

“The waifish priests and direstone temple are very convincing.”

“Why do you care so much anyway?” Rakette asked. “What’s the most powerful dark sorceress in the world doing wasting her time trying to destroy something as evil as Noirela?”

A heavy rushing sounded somewhere deep in Geela’s skull, and she slashed a hand out in front of her, colliding squarely with Rakette’s chest and throwing her back.

“Don’t you dare use that name. Not here. Not during all of this.” Geela’s voice was a dangerous hiss, her eyes dripping venom she knew Rakette couldn’t see.

Rakette staggered to her feet, winded. “You’re rivals, then. The two of you? You mean to destroy anything related to it?”

Geela smirked. She liked the word ‘rivals.’ Noire had always been in the only-thing-Geela-ever-feared category. Considering her its rival was praise indeed.

“Of course. I plan on destroying it. Best way to do that is taking out its pathetic followers. I’m sorry if I break anything you hold dear. Next time try moving to a nice little village and following a real God.”

Rakette’s reaction to this took Geela aback. No sass, no insult. Her eyes, instead of rolling dramatically, welled up with tears before she jerked her head away from Geela and hurled more rocks into the crowd.

A high scream tore through the air, not like a person in pain but like metal being warped and torn. Geela’s eyes darted to the direstone archway over the center of the hall, which hummed with a chilling energy.

“Guard my back,” Geela ordered. She stepped out of her cover and pulled out the sterling mace strapped across her back. The Senior Clergy were now sufficiently afraid of her, and they scattered from her path. Before she could quite make it under the arch, one of the High Priests stepped out from the shadows. A field like a spiderweb glimmered around him, and a smile stretched across his face.

“I don’t know who you are,” he said, “but I know that you are no God of healing and peace.”

“High Priest Brian,” Geela started. “Prepare to—”

“Bryans.”

She blinked. “What?”

“It’s Bryans.” The High Priest’s narrowed suspiciously. “Shouldn’t you know that?”

Geela squinted at him. That may be what Darkos said his name was. She should have paid more attention.

“Of course,” he continued, moving his hands now in a sign Geela recognized from Sinistrina on the mountain, “perhaps a true God would. But you are not a God!”

Geela looked up at the archway and noticed a new, spider web-like material trickling down from it. Ew. Void nets were so disgusting, but with the massive power surging through the temple, she wasn’t surprised he could make one.

Darkos’s goal was to find the power crystal at the temple’s heart to diffuse the buildup of power. Since Malevo wasn’t here, the energy had to be stored until he could transfer it to Noire. Until Darkos destroyed it, it provided that stored energy to the High Priests, and Geela did have to take them a bit seriously.

“You’ve lived in my blind spot for some time.” Geela straightened up the mace into the sky, and a wave of blueish silver light collided with the heart of the web. “I know not the names nor faces of the heretical order.”

He hissed and fell back as the net spreading from the archway withered under the power of Geela’s mace. What the man didn’t know was that Geela’s mace was actually shooting more void magic into the web. Once called The Mace of The Blackheart—a cursed artifact she’d stolen from the Empress of the Cave Regions—it now had a shiny new facelift, courtesy of Geela’s illusion magic. It hadn’t been easy to obtain, and it had been even harder to attune to. Geela had spent many nights shivering and covered in blisters, trying to get it to link with her soul.

They got along a bit better now. The mace had a love-hate relationship with the void and liked to absorb void magic to make itself stronger—hence it trying to eat Geela’s energy. The weapon had been the perfect choice for this, and as it soaked in the magic from the web, it also tapped into Bryans himself.

It was foolproo—

Geela lurched forward, dropping her mace, as something hit her square in the back. She fell to her knees, the shock from her armor’s enchantment almost blasting her airborne. Instead, she used it to stand back up, but she was rattled. Her mace lay several feet away, and she had an enemy to her back. Even worse, if she’d been hit, it meant something had happened to Rakette, and she was stuck, alone, surrounded and forced into physical combat. The scales were tipping quickly out of her favor.

Where was Darkos when you needed him?

She whirled to see who had hit her. That awkward Senior Clergy, Jeremich, stood with a still smoking wand outstretched. A wand. That’s what this had come to.

Of course, Geela couldn’t taunt him about his antiquated magical tool because she was supposed to be Alerion, and because she was on the back foot and had to act fast. Her illusion magic was holding strong, but she had to be careful not to overdo it, so throwing up something huge might not be a good idea. She had to be careful with using void or blood magic because she couldn’t risk losing the priests as allies by revealing her less-than-good alliances. Without anything handy to summon, she was running low on options.

“He’s not so powerful without his weapon,” said Jeremich, standing up straighter and twirling his wand with a flourish. Geela watched as he fumbled the tool and almost dropped it.

Bryans sighed. “Yes, well done, Jeremich.” Then he gestured to the ceiling, where the webs were forming a well-defined sheen over the walls, slowly trapping Geela’s magic. It actually wasn’t the end of the world, since the net prevented non-void magical transfer from the outside world. No doubt Noire’s disciples thought she was following a Patron, and that this would stop her from reaching whatever God they thought she worshipped. She’d have been safe if it weren’t for the fact that the net would stop her psionic powers from reaching the throngs of villagers in the Confessor’s Chamber. They’d gain back their lucidity in seconds.

Then she noticed Jeremich going for her mace, and a little idea popped into her head.

“That mace will not listen to you, mortal,” she said. “In the hands of an untrained, unenlightened, it will become like lead.”

Jeremich brightened at this and hastened to it. “Sounds like you won’t be able to use it then.”

“Wait,” Bryans held out a hand. “We are not so untrained or unenlightened as you think, false prophet. We follow a deep, ancient being, more powerful than an imposter God as yourself.” He stepped towards the mace, slowly and deliberately, watching Geela’s face as if reading the blank nothing on her helmet.

“You!” Geela recoiled at his words. “You would not defile the Mace of Alerion with your evil shadow magic.”

“What then,” he said, reaching for the mace, “when the Mace of Alerion becomes tainted with the powers of Noirela? Ah yes, no mere shadow powers. Void. You’ve lost this round, imposter.”

With these words, he gripped the handle of the mace firmly and raised it overhead, triumphant.

Geela breathed a sigh of relief. The longer the fools gloated, the harder time she was having justifying why she hadn’t moved. She’d started to worry that they’d wonder why she hadn’t attacked or even tried to stop them. But they hadn’t seemed to care why she’d been still.

And speaking of still, Bryans didn’t look so good. He stood, frozen, weapon overhead, skin breaking out in burns as he began to shake and tremble. Despite the energy flowing from his body into the mace, he remained upright, as if hanging from it.

Above them, the web, which had almost reached the floor, retracted immediately. Though the dopey priests hadn’t noticed it growing, they now noticed its sudden absence, and all eyes turned towards the center of the room, where Geela stood with the High Priest and Senior Clergy.

“You do not have the strength to handle the weapon of a God!” Geela said, raising her hands. “It will destroy you!”

Jeremich saw his chance to be the hero and ran to his superior’s side. “Let me help!”

He gripped the mace, just above where Bryans held it, and then he too began to suffer the same effects as the High Priest. Their bodies quaked and trembled and steamed just slightly.

The Mace of The Blackheart must be loving this. It hadn’t had such a good meal in a while. After another minute of everyone standing in stunned silence, the two men toppled to the ground, now very dead. Geela strode past them and lifted the mace high into the sky again.

“Know that Life and Peace will win the day! Now, contain this threat. I sense my good servant, Darkos, is nearing his goal.”

The priests, invigorated, renewed their fight with fervor, and in the commotion, Geela rushed to where she’d last seen Rakette.

“Rakette!” She turned around the corner to see the woman remarkably unharmed. A stony, almost petulant look clouded her face, but as Geela rounded on her, that look turned to fear.

“Geela!”

“You’re looking well for someone who failed to watch my back.” Geela’s rage didn’t take long to mount, given the adrenaline of the situation. “I’m glad to see it. I’d been concerned.”

“I didn’t—”

“Have you no shame? I understand you may have no love for me but have you no concern for your son’s safety?”

“I care more than you think!” Rakette stood up from her crouch, her despair showing clearly through the mask. “I care. I would do anything to keep my son safe. Anything. Even if that means preventing you from harming him!”

“I wouldn’t… what are you on about?” But it was clicking into place now. Geela leaned back and took a deep breath. She threw a couple, somewhat extraneous, lightning bolts into the crowd, diffusing her mounting fury. After watching a Senior Clergy in the process of stabbing a villager slam violently into a wall, she exhaled deeply. “Rakette, I wouldn’t harm Darkos.”

“You don’t know what I know.”

“Oh, no, let’s be perfectly clear; there’s little that you know that I don’t.” Geela sighed and glanced over at the fighting, which was now more resoundingly in their favor. “I know. I know, Rakette. I know he’s a child of Noire.”

Rakette’s chest rose and fell rapidly. “You know.”

“I worked it out. The… well, his name. That one was—”

“Yeah, it was the only thing we could name him. I can’t explain it.”

“Noire’s petty, I get it. But why bring him here?”

Rakette reached into her satchel and hurled a few more rocks, which exploded behind Geela. “I’m running low.”

Geela hesitated before sighing and dropping another pouch in Rakette’s hand. Woman was damn lucky she meant so much to Darkos. Her actually spilling the beans for once didn’t hurt.

“Right. Arthius and I used to follow Celeste, Goddess of the Sunrise and Sunset. Back when we lived in the Celestial City.”

“Really. Have you always lived there?” Arthius’s accent now landed in her head; the waterfront was well populated with sailors who had moved from the Beach Regions to the city in search of more stable work.

“I moved when I was a teenager. I’d been accepted to the Academy, and I wanted to make something of myself.” Her chest swelled in pride at the memory before she sighed, her eyes wistful. “I’d passed my tests and graduated from acolyte. I was looking for someone to apprentice under, but there were… The Celestial Academy had an issue where apparently one of the professors was running a blood cult. I’d thought it was rumors for a bit, but it turned out to be true. I left the Academy then, in search of somewhere else to gain purpose. So I joined the Church of Celeste.”

“Mmm.” Geela’s lips were tight. So Rakette had been a student at the Academy during Geela’s tenure. Somehow she felt like she absolutely should have noticed that. She wanted to ask more, but that would probably make her look suspicious. Besides, they were in an active battle zone and time was a bit tight. “Go on.”

“Arth and I met through the temple, got married, did some vocation work for the first decade or so before settling down to start a family.” Her jaw grew tight. “We’d succeeded, or so we thought, but two months after he’d been conceived, High Priestess Lune called us into her rooms to discuss something horrible she’d seen in a dream.”

“Your son was a void scion.”

“Yes. There’s a lot of potential whys or hows, but it didn’t matter. We still question to this day what we did wrong.” She shook her head. “Lune told us that we had to flee the city, bring him somewhere that he would be so isolated, the followers of Noire would never find him. She also said to bring him someplace with a holy presence. I did my research, I did! I spoke to the head of the Realms Studies Department, and she suggested Sunnyville.”

There was a lot to process here. Almost enough to take Geela’s mind from the combat. Almost but not enough, as a new explosion sounded and a new flood of Clergy swarmed in.

“Don’t tell Darkos,” Rakette said.

“Of course not.” He’d have enough on his mind. “Assuming we all get out of this in one piece, well, we’ll burn that bridge when we get to it.”

A massive gust blew through the room just then, one that made priests and Senior Clergy alike throw themselves to the ground. Geela tilted her head as if she could hear a noise underneath the roaring wind. In a way, she could, though not hear in the traditional sense. There was a signature to the breeze, one of void and humankind combined. One she'd felt distinctly atop Mount Haymaker.

"Rakette," Geela whispered, voice only audible over the sound of the wind because of the magical modulation. "There isn't a High Priest named Malevo in the village, is there?"

"Mal?" Rakette shrugged, feathers blown about wildly. "He's always just come and gone, popping in with no forewarning. He’s not here now, though. He’s in the Jungle Region." She looked up as the violent wind nearly blew her beak off.

Astral projecting was an ability only accessible to the most powerful of void users. Geela had put the brakes on developing her void powers, so she’d never learned, but even had she pursued the discipline, it would have taken her decades to build her strength enough. The Jungle Region would be too far away for him to project, but with his power crystal acting as an anchor, he could probably do it.

A sharp hum split the air, and the wind stopped, leaving Geela with just the taste of metal on her tongue.

‘Probably’ had turned to a certainty. Wherever Darkos was, he was in grave danger.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The Catacombs Most Foul




Darkos tumbled across the hallway in a somersault before coming to a stop in the doorway on the other side. He nailed the landing in a way that would have made Geela proud and whirled on his dad, jerking two fingers down the hallway. Dad poked his head out, glancing down the dark hall, only lit by a few flickering candles. After another second, Dad looked back and shook his head.

Coast was clear.

The two men entered the hall, moving quiet as wraiths before Darkos picked up the footsteps padding softly, bare feet on carpet. He held up a hand to Dad and gestured at an alcove. Dad dove in, and Darkos bent over double, panting, laying it on thick.

A priest whirled around the corner, her dark hair streaming limp past her waist. The girl was probably sixteen.

She froze when she saw him. “B-brother Darkos.” She backed away, her face pale in the shadows. “Are you looking for Arthius?” Her voice was a tremulous whisper.

Darkos nodded, standing up straight. “I must’ve lost him. What are you doing down here?”

She looked behind her and lowered her voice so much that he had to lean in. “I’m scared. I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t feel the same holy power coming from Alerion that the others seem to, and I’m afraid it means I’m wicked or cursed. Or just forgotten, like—”

“Me. What did you say your name was?”

“Imimi. The High Priests say it’s not Alerion. Alerion says they’re corrupt. I don’t know what to believe.”

Darkos looked at her. “And how old are you?”

“Seventeen. Turn eighteen in a month.”

A month. A month was when the Sending Off was. The way she swayed back and forth like a leaf made Darkos question if she would have survived it or if she would have been chosen to die. His eyes narrowed.

“You’re right to question things. We should all have been from the start. I…” He paused, formulating his next statement. It could be reassurance or a lie. It could help soothe her, or it could get him closer to his goal. “I think we can find the answers at the power crystal. That’s where my father is going. There has to be a reason he’s heading there, but I’ve lost the way. I’ve been gone so long, and I don’t remember.”

Imimi smiled, looking for the first time relieved at some direction. “I know where the crystal is. Follow me.”

As he followed her, he turned back briefly and jerked his head in the direction they were going. A quick note to Dad: follow us.

“So,” he said, as the two tiptoed through the hall, “what do you do for the church?”

She glanced back at him, eyes dark and conspiratorial. “Maintenance. Mostly cleaning and fixing. I mop the tower steps thrice daily, clean the incense trays once daily, mend the inner sanctum podium once monthly, and fix up the High Priests’ home the night after the Sending Off once yearly. I always wonder what madness must go on that night. They’re supposed to give the priests advice and wisdom before sending them on their paths, but it looks like they throw them a party!”

Darkos cringed in horror but knew not so deep down inside him that if he’d been in charge of mopping up the post-sacrifice bloodstains, he’d also think it was a party.

“How far are we from the crystal?” he asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever been down this deep.”

“Not far. Perhaps another fifteen-minute walk. And no, it is a great honor to be allowed in here. Only Alerion’s most treasured followers are ever given permission.” Her chest puffed at this, a bit like how Geela’s did when she mentioned how young she was when she got her position at the Celestial Academy.

“Treasured follower, huh? Sounds pretty nice.”

“It is.”

“Wait, you said fifteen minutes?”

“I did.”

“Hold up.”

Darkos held up. Imimi held up. Dad did not hold up and walked straight into the pair.

“Hold up!” the priest said, not expecting his sudden appearance.

“Hold u— damn.” Dad took a few hasty steps back.

“Dad,” Darkos said, “not in front of the priests.” It technically was a joke. ‘Not in front of the priests, haha, get it? ‘Cause all the priests are children, and so it’s inappropriate to swear in front of them?’ Except it didn’t get any laughs from his dad, who was visibly smarting from blowing his cover, and it certainly didn’t get any laughs from the little priest who was quickly realizing Darkos and his dad were working together.

“You lied to me!” she shrieked and caved in the hall on top of them.

Yes, it happened that quick. One minute Darkos was opening his mouth, slowly formulating a way to diffuse the situation and assure the priest that nothing was truly as concerning as it looked, and then there was a massive pile of rubble between Darkos and his father and the priest.

“Is she okay?” Dad asked.

Darkos wheeled on him. “How am I supposed to know? She could be dead! Why weren’t you paying attention!”

“Shoot.” His dad peered through the crumbled ruin. “All right, she’s not buried. Just kinda lying there on the other side.”

“Maybe her power is drained?” Darkos crawled up next to Dad. “Is her chest moving?”

“Yeah, I think so. You can see her shadow on the wall. Kinda going up and down and stuff.”

Darkos nodded. "Okay, good. Now, why weren’t you paying attention!”

Dad frowned. “I was listening. Intently. And watching my feet, so I don’t trip. You know I’m night-blind.”

“Great. We’re stuck in the underground maze-like catacomb of a fricken’ temple dedicated to a shadow monster, and I’ve got a night-blind companion!” Darkos crossed his arms and turned away like a pouting child.

Then he felt bad, and his shoulders drooped. It wasn’t Dad’s fault he wasn’t good with the dark. Night-blindness was legit, and Darkos knew he’d always suffered from it. Ever since Darkos used to have to get up in the middle of the night to let the hens in when Mom was out late in the quarry.

“Darkos—”

“No, sorry. That was a Geela thing to say. I’m just stressed. We’re kinda screwed. We’ve got fifteen minutes to go, and that’s if we know where we’re going.” Darkos smacked his head against the wall, an immediately regrettable decision. He yelped and clutched his forehead.

“Hey, hey, you okay there?” Dad moved to his side and pressed a hand against the new bump on Darkos’s head.

“Ow, no.”

“Let me.”

Darkos sighed but let his dad dab a wetted corner of his robe against Darkos’s lump. It helped that Dad was very gentle. “And that’s not true that we don’t know where to go. There’s a map in the temple.”

Darkos turned his head to meet Dad’s eyes. “There is?”

“Yeah. By the entrance. You never noticed?”

Darkos threw his hands in the air, and Dad laughed.

“It’s okay, your mother never noticed it either. She asked how we’d find the power crystal without getting caught, and I said the map. She stared at me, just like that.” He chuckled a bit more before leading Darkos back up the way they came.

The two set off, ninja-like once again, to the entrance to the catacombs. Darkos pored over it, taking in the various landmarks and corridors they’d have to go down. They could weave up and down the rows in the staff library, but Darkos used to hear rumors about vampire bats there. There was a tunnel through the sewers that came up into the crystal cave, but it often flooded with no warning, so that could also be dangerous. Then his eyes landed on the snake pit, which was another room he’d heard a bit about from an old friend, Chuck, who’d worked there. Chuck always used to complain that there was not, in fact, one snake, but rather a single entity made of snakes. A hydra, he theorized.

Well, Darkos had handled hydras before. Grinning, he traced his finger back to the little You Are Here! star on the map. That’s when he realized—

“Dad! We’re like, twenty feet from an entrance to the crystal cave!” He gaped at the map, looking at the big door just down the hall from them. “Why didn’t we come here first! We could have saved a lot of time and not gotten poor Imimi to collapse the cave.”

Dad scowled and peered at the map. “Sorry, boy, can’t make out smack in this forsaken dim lighting. Never shoulda moved here. Anyway, uh, I just figured you had the path figured out.”

“I was chasing you, remember?”

“Right, but remember, we left the Confessor’s Chamber running from cultists. Woulda been a bad look to stop at the map and peer about.” He finally pointed at the star. “That us?”

Darkos nodded. “I mean, I suppose that is fair.” In fact, it was utterly and completely fair. When they’d first run this way, there had been a hundred priests and clergy and the like. They were now, at the catacombs entrance, probably only a hundred feet down the hall from the entrance to the Confessor’s Chamber. The door leading to the catacombs was so heavy, though, that they couldn’t hear a word beyond it.

Hopefully, Geela was all right. Mom was probably looking after her. Or vice versa. Darkos couldn’t entirely be sure which was more likely.

“Ready to go? You’ll have to lead the way. My eyes and all.”

Really, Darkos should have suggested Mom come with him and Dad stay with Geela. Then again, Dad’s blood pressure didn’t make him a great candidate for combat. Poor Dad. Not quite cut out for adventuring life. In a sense, he was more like Geela than even Mom was. Mom could wrestle with a bear. Dad would need a trove of tools to get out of his house.

Darkos grinned at the comparison and led the way down the hall to the large, ornate door, covered in thousands of twinkling gems.

“Wow,” Dad said. “That’s kinda beautiful.”

“Not even kinda. Outrageously beautiful.”

The two stared for another moment, watching the gems all light up differently in the twinkling lights of the candles and torches. As he gripped the handle, he marveled at its ivory beauty. It seemed wrong that a place so evil could make something so pure and wonderful. 

“How many crystals are there?”

Darkos jumped, not expecting the voice, blunt and businesslike and decidedly devoid of anything pure or wonderful, to come from the door.

Dad, on the other hand, leaned in. “It’s a riddle!” he said in a rushed whisper.

“No, Dad, it’s just counting.” Darkos’s eyes combed over the stone-studded door, the twinkling mystery now utterly annoying and frustrating. “Great.”

Dad let out a low whistle. “All right. All right, no big deal, we’ll just count them. No big deal! We’ve got time.”

Darkos groaned because Dad was right, but it didn’t make him any happier.

“I’ll count the sapphires and diamonds and pearls, bright things my eyes can catch. You do the darker ones?”

Darkos nodded and began counting. It was hard to tell which gems were which, though. “Do you want me to count painted pearls?”

“Painted pearls?”

“Colored. Like black and red ones.”

“Uh, sure. Anything you think I couldn’t count.”

This was beyond unhelpful. He rubbed a thumbnail over something that could be an emerald, but nope, painted pearl. Then he saw something white, but upon closer inspection, it was a piece of amber.

“Do you want me to count—”

“Just count the dark ones, I’ll count the light ones!” Dad was starting to get annoyed, and Darkos didn’t blame him. They both lost track every time he had a question, but he wouldn’t know which ones to count if he didn’t ask. And categorizing them based on color was impossible. It seemed like every gem he stopped to analyze was a pearl or amber. He should have probably counted the ambers and Dad the pearls and just ignored the colors.

“How did they even get this many pearls?” Dad finally asked. Darkos, who had just reached 103, looked up at him and immediately lost count.

“It’s just coal getting pressure put on it, right?” Darkos asked.

“Naw naw, pearls come from clams. From the ocean!” Dad scratched his head. “Seems like an awful lot of ‘em for a mountain.”

“Maybe they were just cheaper.”

Darkos received a death glare from Dad for this. “Pearls are the diamonds of the ocean. Just, you know, more clammy.” He chuckled, despite their dire situation. “And more opaque. Or just solid. They’re not like diamonds at all, actually, ‘cept sometimes in color. Pearls are like smooth pebbles, and diamonds are all—”

“Crystally.”

“Pardon?”

“Diamonds are crystals.”

“Yes.”

Darkos reached way back into the depths of his memory at school. Geology was probably everyone’s favorite subject cause every grade took the kids on a tour of the quarry, ending in the crystals section, where they learned some important stuff about gems…

“Amber isn’t either.”

“Amber isn’t what now?” Dad frowned at Darkos’s non-sequitur.

“A crystal. Pearls aren't, and neither is amber.” Confident, he stood up from his crouch and yanked at the handle again.

“How many crystals are there?”

“One! The power crystal within the cave.”

There was a pause and then:

“Thank you. You have correctly counted the crystals.”

The door began to slowly rumble inwards.

“Hey, told you it was a riddle!” Dad smacked him on the shoulders, big grins on both men’s faces. “Kinda a dumb one, though. Pearls aren’t crystals, but they are technically made of a crystalline form. Really, if you consider it—”

The door froze, and the polite voice spoke up again, sounding rather annoyed. “Do you want me to make you count all the gems? I can do that, but not even I know how many are on there. Just accept that you got the right answer and take it up with Malevo when you next see him.”

“N-no, we appreciate your riddle!” Darkos said. “Please. It was very clever.”

“It was, wasn’t it,” said the door. Mollified, it swung the rest of the way open, revealing a great, dark cavern. It was a perfect circle that stretched upward in a narrowing funnel thousands of feet until only a small circle remained open. This opening entered into the night, which they could only tell because they could see the moon through it.

“We must be way under the mountain,” Darkos whispered.

“Not sure how, since we’re so close to the exit,” Dad whispered back. “But maybe I missed something.”

“Probably.”

In the middle of the circle was a glowing black crystal. It pulsed with an energy Darkos could feel in his bones, one that made his teeth ache, his nose run, his throat swell, and gave him an impending sense of doom.

“You good, son?” Dad asked.

Darkos nodded, inhaled as deep a breath as he could, and wiped his nose. “Let’s end this.”

A massive wind broke through the cave, so harsh and fast that it whipped both men off their feet and flung them into the room. Darkos tried to get up, but the wind intensified, slamming him back down, slowly pushing them along the ground until they hit the raised column on which the crystal hovered.

“Ahh, so you fell into my trap!” a man’s voice rang out. Darkos pulled his head up to see High Priest Leoth, hunched over, creeping into the room. “You foolish boy. I know that you have turned away from Alerion, and I know why you have done it. For you know, now, both of you, that there is no Alerion. There is only Noirela. Noirela, the great and ghastly, the terrible and traumatizing, the horrifying and hair-raising—”

“Leo, stop,” Darkos shouted over the wind.

“Am I frightening you, boy?”

“I’ve spent the last month or so terrified of Noire.” Propping himself against the dais, Darkos managed to sit upright. “But ‘hair-raising?’ Really? I might be the least afraid of it right now than I’ve been since I learned about it.”

Leoth dropped his hands from their maniacal raised position and looked almost hurt. “Well, you’ll get your fear back soon enough, once Noirela the dreadful and dast—”

“Leo!” Darkos cut him off again.

“Stop calling me that!” snapped the High Priest. “It’s High Priest Leoth.”

Darkos tried to fight a laugh but failed. “Sorry. Leoth. It’s just… you were always Grampa Leo when we were kids.”

“Never call me by that name again.” The voice was menacing, but Darkos couldn’t shake the image of High Priest Leoth’s sulk when the new mothers brought their squalling toddlers to temple for a ‘blessing from Grampa Leo.’

"Okay, okay, the old man’s taken enough of a beating,” Dad said, a guffaw in his voice.

Leoth looked thunderstruck. “I have not. I am simply…”

The way his voice trailed off, in tandem with the wind dying suddenly, was far more alarming than anything that had happened thus far. His whole face went slack, and he fell, but instead of hitting the floor, he hinged at the waist as if something were suspending him just enough to keep his head from hitting the cave ground.

“What’s happening?” Dad asked, and Darkos’s heart skipped another beat. Even at thirty, there was something singularly unnerving about Dad asking him what was happening. Dad shouldn’t be looking to him.

Then the figure stood upright again. It was a figure, now, not High Priest Leoth. No, the man standing before them with the blank, slack face and the harsh, swirling black eyes had never been called Grampa Leo by dozens of beaming parents and grumpy babies. He hadn’t called Noire ‘hair raising’ and ‘ghastly.’ This man was of the ilk Darkos had only seen once before.

Sinistrina’s eyes had glowed the same way, but hers were dulled by damage and neglect. They were comedic, little pools of hate staring at him through puffy lids and sleep-sand filled crevices.

“Hello Darkos.”

The voice was as smooth as a razor sliding through flesh, a metaphor Darkos definitely didn’t need to make. He winced at the image. Then he winced at his name being said. Because, of course, this thing knew his name.

“Malevo,” whispered Dad. “What do you want here?”

“Oh, you know, just a word or two with your son.” A grin spread across his face, and Dad leaped fully to his feet, fists out, ready to fight. “Do step down, Arthius.” The priest’s body began to twitch and move forward, like whatever was behind his brain couldn’t control it enough to look human and didn’t care enough to try. “The one who got away, now isn’t that quite the title to have.”

Darkos had also climbed to his feet and stared the void spawn down. “Pretty sure that’s what I used to call my ex, so I’ve honestly heard worse.”

“So witty. You remind me of my mother.”

The voice was chilling, but again, Darkos had an ugly thought. “Waaaaait a minute, you don’t mean that… because Noire used Geela’s soul to make you—”

“No! I speak of my birth mother, the dread witch Pam!” Malevo’s voice rose but didn’t break, and as he reached the dais, he grabbed Darkos by the throat. “I will enjoy killing you, though, and as a thank you for your sharp tongue and oh so clever quips, I will make it last a good, long, urk—”

He stumbled and dropped Darkos as something hit the priest’s body hard from behind. Malevo crumpled like a puppet with a bored child operator, half his limbs still half held in midair, in a truly disturbing display.

“Go Darkos!” His father, who stood behind the now debilitated void spawn, wore an expression of excitement and terror, eyes bulging. “Run, Darkos, run!”

Just as Darkos snatched the icy hot crystal, Malevo’s limbs began to twitch like a spider you thought you’d already killed. Dad was hovering behind the man, clearly waiting for Darkos to run.

So Darkos ran.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Darkos's Magic, Pinkie Ring




Darkos was about a minute into wild, blind running down the hall before he realized he’d left Dad in the crystal cave with Malevo. His steps slowed as guilt began to sink in. Left? More like abandoned. Some son he was. Dad did say ‘run,’ but that was also a pretty Dad thing to say.

After another few seconds of beating himself up, panic and concern overrode guilt, and he spun on his heel to find the jerky, puppet-like body of Leoth speeding at him.

Well, regardless of how the fight between Malevo and Dad went, there was no going back that way now, and Darkos turned and resumed his wild, blind running. As his feet hammered the dull stones, he shoved a hand into his pockets. Geela had given him ill-fitting, poorly working ‘stealth garb’ that even she hadn’t used in years.

“How often do you think I want people to not see me?”

“Well, you might get in fewer scrapes—”

“All right, all right, enough. I haven’t worn that since the night before we met. Gods, that feels like an eon ago. It’s pretty worn off by now, but it might give you some extra help in the shadows.”

It did feel like an eon ago. Back when he’d have laughed at the idea of silly Geela knowing magic. Now he fished eagerly around in his pockets. Had Geela mentioned leaving him some kinda weapon artifact? Maybe she wouldn’t have risked it after he hoarded the last one so long, but maybe, just maybe…

Aha! His fingers found the small, cold metal of a ring, and he pulled the piece of jewelry out. The band was delicate, but the sky blue sapphire was huge and gaudy. Very Geela. It couldn’t fit on most of his fingers, so he jammed it onto his pinky, where it managed to not squeeze all the blood out.

“All right, Malevo, get a taste of this,” he muttered, reaching over his shoulder and extending his pinkie. With no idea what kind of magic was stored in the ring, he fumbled for any magic he could feel and pushed through his finger.

The force blasted him forward, where he tumbled and found himself splayed on the ground, dazed. But there wasn’t time for befuddlement as he hopped to his feet and turned to see what had happened to Malevo.

The body of Leoth was surprisingly still standing, but it was moving slowly now, as if wading through water. So maybe this was a water or ice ring. It was blue, after all. Right now, ice felt pretty comforting in a place so full of damned magic.

But it didn’t take Malevo much time to start melting through the sludge-like air, so Darkos started running again. He needed to find Dad but also needed to figure out how to get back to the crystal cave to destroy the energy crystal. All this in a labyrinthine catacomb with the evil child of the fiend that had stolen his soul in hot pursuit.

He’d faced worse odds. Right? He had, after all, managed to save an entire city from an evil void witch. Or rather, he’d passed out, and someone else had. Maybe he hadn’t faced worse odds. And with no Geela at his back, this could go from a high-speed chase to a murder scene real fast.

With this very morbid thought clanging in his brain like angry church bells, he whirled around another corner and ran smack into a small woman who was struggling to her feet. Imimi went sprawling as the two collided, coming just short of the caved-in ceiling she’d brought down a few minutes ago.

“Oh, my head,” she said, rubbing the aforementioned body part. “Brother Darkos? What happened? Did the ceiling collapse?”

“Uhhh… yeah! Yeah, it did. And now my father, Arthius, has possessed High Priest Leoth and is making him chase me.” Darkos panted out the lie in quick bursts, brain jumping just one stilted sentence ahead.

The priest looked confused. “He can do that?”

Darkos nodded gravely. “He’s very powerful.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah.”

“So now what?” She peered behind him as if expecting to see Leoth’s body leaping at them.

Darkos also looked behind himself, expecting to see the same thing. Nothing yet, but soon. He turned back to the girl. “We’re going to split up. I’ve got a plan. You need to stop my father. All of his magic is in Leoth now, so I can distract him. But here’s the important part.” Darkos connected two final thoughts in his head, effectively completing his mental connect-the-dots game and discovering there had been a hidden image on the page the whole time! “My father is corrupting the energy crystal. Grampa Leo and I tried to stop him, but he possessed Leo to chase me. It’s too late for the crystal now, Leo said.” Darkos turned his eyes to the ground sadly. “It has to be destroyed before any more evilness can pollute Alerion’s power.”

“The crystal has to be destroyed?” Imimi’s eyes were rimmed with terror, and Darkos didn’t blame her. The crystal was, allegedly, the heart of the temple, a gift to the people from the God himself. Of course, Darkos knew now that this was actually where the priests’ energies were stored.

“Yes, destroyed. With Alerion here, in the Mortal Realm, he can give us a new one if it’s broken. But if it’s corrupted, it could send him back to the Celestial Realm, and then we’ll be overrun by the heretics.”

The girl shuffled a foot. “I thought Alerion said all the High Priests and Clergy were heretics.”

Darkos sighed dramatically. “Not all. It was Leo’s work that even made us aware of a threat. He was undercover, infiltrating Anitemma and Bryans and their evil cult. Now he’s in danger because of it.”

She clutched a hand over her mouth, and Darkos winced at how upset she looked. How had he gotten this good at lying?

He didn’t really need to research that question too hard. The answer was pretty obvious, about two floors above him and dressed in a massive suit of armor.

“All right. I’ll go to the crystal cave and destroy the crystal!”

As she turned to run, Darkos gripped her shoulder. “One more thing. Uh. When you get there, make sure you announce your holy cause. ‘In Alerion’s name, I will destroy this foul, polluted crystal!’ Something like that. Especially if Arthius is there.”

“Got it.”

An evil laugh began echoing down the corridor, widely broadcasting Malevo’s arrival and assuring that the two weren’t caught off guard. Imimi nodded one more time and darted down the path to his left. Darkos darted down the path to his right. Then he darted back out and waited for Malevo to come into view, to make sure the evil spawn would follow Darkos and not Imimi.

“Mwahahaha—Did you collapse the catacombs?” Malevo’s evil chuckle cut off as he rounded the corner and saw Imimi’s cave in.

“Uh. Yeah. Mistake. Right.” Then Darkos darted down the corridor to his right, Leoth’s twitching body on his heels. Darkos had never liked puppet shows. Mostly because he was really bad at using marionettes and was too embarrassed to say so when his friends asked him to play. He made up a rumor about puppets being evil that was so convincing, all of them stopped playing with the toys. It was so scary, Darkos himself got nightmares, and he’d been the one to make up the story.

That was probably how the High Priests were feeling now. Darkos did take a small bit of pleasure in knowing even childhood Darkos had been a better puppeteer than Malevo. Of course, unless he could challenge Malevo to a puppet off, that was no help, so instead, Darkos ducked through another passage, entering a cavern so vast that he could be looking at the night sky above him, complete with twinkling stars. The stars lit the room surprisingly well, given the inky dark ceiling. It made no sense physically, of course, given they were maybe a hundred feet underground, but it was still very cool.

It also had no other exits, which was very not cool. He rounded on the entrance and thrust his pinkie at the doorway, just as Leoth’s body appeared. Darkos had tried for more ice wall and less air mud, but the water that appeared in the doorway was a slimy black color instead of the pure clear he’d expected. The void energy in the air must be corrupting Geela’s ring.

Malevo forced Leoth through the sticky wall of bile that Darkos had created. The path didn’t look fun. The man’s skin turned all red, and the water stuck to his hair, some of which was pulled out by the slime. Darkos struggled to not feel bad. If he and Geela hadn’t attacked today, that same High Priest would be gleefully slaughtering Imimi and her graduating class in just a few weeks.

The thought kinda drained the little sympathy Darkos might have had rather quickly.

The other thing that tanked his flagging sympathy was the dart of pure energy fired from Malevo that crashed Darkos into a stalagmite. He bounced and rolled, knocking the wind out of himself and splitting his lip.

“You think you can defeat me with void magic?” roared Malevo. “You merely adopted the void. I was bor—”

“I’m not using void magic.” Darkos examined the ring on his pinkie, but there was no way Geela would’ve given him a void magic ring. Void magic wasn’t blue anyway.

“Ha. You fool. I can recognize the magic created by Noirela, the most terrifying Void Fiend of all time. I can feel that magic in my bones, in my blood, in my soul.”

As he monologued, Darkos pulled himself to his feet. “Void spawn don’t have souls.” He touched his bleeding lip and winced. Could the ring heal? Healing and water magic were linked, after all.

“Oh, quite the contrary, dear boy. The souls of my siblings and I have lain waiting for one million years.”

“One million years, huh?” Darkos asked, pressing his pinky to his lip to heal the injury. “Isn’t that kind of short, given the full span of eternity?”

Leoth’s face didn’t change, but Darkos could tell Malevo was pissed. Darkos bit back a smile. Another thing he’d learned from Geela—and this was not something she’d be pleased to know she’d taught him—was that villains were often unbelievably vain. It was a requirement, after all, to gain any form of notoriety. Just baiting out Malevo’s sinister lines and casually twisting them with utter disregard for their gravitas was enough to give Imimi the time she needed. Darkos had, between the running and the baiting, probably given her a good five minutes. Which begged the question of why she hadn’t broken the crystal yet, given she’d only been about three minutes away.

Surely, it wasn’t the fact that she somehow didn’t know about the secret entrance displayed on the map. Darkos groaned, forgetting that she’d been under the impression that her ‘fifteen minutes away!’ path had been the only way to the crystal cave. She was probably still ten minutes out.

While Darkos had been caught up in his thoughts, Malevo had recovered from the attack easily, unsurprising given it wasn’t his body that had been harmed in the water, and charged up another attack at Darkos. This time, the air around Darkos grew shimmery and thick, and he could taste a tangy, blood-like flavor in his mouth. It was incredibly unpleasant and also very difficult to escape.

Outside the mushy air, Darkos could see Leoth moving haltingly towards him. This wasn’t a good position to be in, and he needed a clever plan to save his skin. Where was Geela when you needed her?

Busy buying him time while he bought time for a small girl he didn’t know to take out the crystal, that’s where. Meanwhile, the fact that Dad hadn’t done anything yet meant that he had definitely not escaped unscathed by Leoth. The situation was growing dire, and Darkos needed something dramatic.

So he shot what was supposed to be a bolt of ice at the ceiling. Instead, the blue bolt was tainted by void energy and turned purple. It smashed into the ceiling regardless, and the stars began to explode.

The field around Darkos dropped as the void child gave an unearthly scream. “You blithering idiot! Those are the dire crystals! You can’t just—”

He was cut off as raining shards of pure dire force rained down on them, burning their skin with tiny white-hot flakes. The two ran from the room, side by side, neither having time to sabotage the others’ escape.

But Darkos was faster and managed to exit first. He didn’t wait to make sure Malevo was following. Instead, he gunned it for the crystal cave, praying he could remember enough of his steps to get back.

His memory wasn’t perfect, and he did have to loop back around a couple turns, but he did ultimately get back to the crystal cave door, which was still ajar. He bolted in and shut it behind him, panting, before frantically combing the place for his father. It wasn’t hard to find Dad, collapsed, right next to the column where the crystal stood.

Darkos was at his side in an instant. The man was unconscious, pulse weak, body shaking violently. Pushing the ring to Dad’s chest, Darkos tried to flood healing energy into him. Unfortunately, Darkos was way too tapped to have the strength to do it and, as he heard noises at the door, knew there wouldn’t be time to regenerate any. He needed another source of energy.

His eyes slid to the crystal. He could do it. He’d just need a little bit. Yes it was void magic, but Geela had been healed by void magic more times than he could count, and she’d turned out fine. Breathtakingly evil, but that wasn’t on Darkos. If anything, she’d been a bit kinder since they traveled together. It couldn’t hurt.

“D...arkos.” The weak whisper came from his father. “Destroy it.”

“Will in a second, Dad, just hang on.”

Darkos had just grabbed the crystal when he heard a loud shout at the door.

“I don’t know how many blithering crystals there are! Who set up this confounded puzzle? If any of my damned priests survive this, I’ll have their heads!”

Okay, Darkos had time. He slowly reached out, wrapping his entire hand around the delicate crystal, feeling the hum of power.

“There’s only one damn crystal I care about, and it’s in bloody peril!”

A brief pause followed this before, through the newfound eerie silence, Darkos heard, “Technically, you did say ‘there’s only one damn crystal,’ so I’ll accept that if you’ll stop shouting.”

Darkos felt the power flow in him and touched his dad with his other hand, willing the energy transfer to move more quickly.

“You!” shouted the priest’s body. “Stop right there!”

“Can’t do that, I’m afraid.” God, the magic was like molasses; it was so slow.

“I was hoping you’d say that.” Malevo never seemed to run out of energy. He hurled another massive bolt at Darkos. Briefly abandoning saving his father, Darkos put the crystal down and instead used what power he had gathered to shield himself. However, the two forms of magic were so similar, they blasted both casters and Darkos’s dad back. The next thing Darkos knew, he was slumped against the far wall of the cave, next to his injured father. Against the opposite wall, Malevo was slowly pulling Leoth to his feet. All parties were, at this point, rather beat up.

Then a newish voice chimed in. “In Alerion’s name, I will destroy this foul, polluted crystal!” Imimi had made it, and she now bolted to the center, blissfully unaware of the combatants that surrounded her.

“No!” Malevo’s voice was a goosebump-inducing howl. “Pathetic child, keep your distance! You know not what you meddle in.”

“Uh!” Darkos shouted. “I’m actually kinda with him right here. Just give me a moment and then destroy it.”

“Darkos? Grampa Leo?” she said, her confused voice ricocheting through the cave. “Wait, I thought you wanted me to destroy it and that your fathe—”

“No, destroy it!” wheezed Dad. “Do it now!”

“But I thought…” Her face fell into a confused scowl. “Darkos, you said—”

“I lied. I need it. Just for a minute, and then you can—”

“No! Do not let Malevo get it—”

“SILENCE, FOOLS!” Malevo’s roar killed the argument in one half of a heartbeat. “Darkos, your time has come. You rely on a piteous girl to save you? You should have never come back to this place.” Darkos’s heart sunk as he supported his father, staring down the evil menace before him. He was out of energy, and his only source was over twenty feet away.

“You won’t win this easily,” Darkos managed, but his body shook with exertion. “This isn’t over.”

“Darkos.” The voice was condescending, almost honied, if the grotesque voice of a creature of darkness could ever be considered thus. “I have the powers of the void at my fingertips. I have the strength of Noirela in my blood. You are an errant follower, and when I destroy you and your family and anyone else who was caught helping you, I will rebuild the cult of Noirela back to full power. I will recreate ‘Alerion,’ and I will continue to feed souls to my master. You are but a blip in this plan. Nothing can stop me!”

His last word echoed through the cavern in triumphant glee.

“Yeah… screw that.”

Both men snapped their heads to the center of the room in time to see a peeved Imimi smash a rather large rock on the crystal with a clumsy, if destructive, force.

Malevo screamed, horrible tar leaking from his mouth, and launched himself at Imimi. Darkos met him there, but this time it was no foreign magic he drew upon. Instead, he caught the man with the flat side of his sword and threw him back.

“Your reign of terror has ended,” he said before plunging his sword into the chest of the evil cultist.

The whole room shook with a violent shudder. They had to get out, but Darkos needed to see his father one last time.

“I needed the energy to save him,” Darkos said, voice breaking just a little, knowing the girl had made the right decision, even if the cost was too unbearable for him.

“He’s really not that bad off,” Imimi said, checking his pulse and his head. “How are you feeling, Arthius?”

Darkos’s dad’s cheeks were red. “I’m uh, not quite dead yet. My blood pressure just dropped when Leoth showed up. Made me faint. Bit of an anxiety response, I uh…” He trailed off, more color flooding into his once ashen face. “He jerked around a bit too much like a marionette and—well, you’d be too young to remember it, Dark—but there was this really disturbing fable about possessed puppets that went around the village once and—”

Darkos was about to cut him off with an exasperated comment when the room quaked again, and the ground began to crack. There would be time for admonishment later.

“Quick,” Darkos said to Imimi, “get out of here! I’ll get my father and be on your heels in just a second.”

Imimi looked ready to cry. “But the exit to the catacombs is over twenty minutes away! We’ll never make it!”

Darkos yanked his dad over his shoulders. “Just take a bloody left when you exit the cave! The entrance to the hallway is like, ten feet away.”

She cocked her head. “Really?”

“Oh, for God’s sake.” Darkos grabbed her frail hand and pulled her along in tow as the three exited the vast chamber. They sprinted up the hallway as rocks and stones fell from the ceiling. At the entrance to the catacombs, they found the staircase that would bring them back to the temple. It wasn’t too long of a climb, but it was a terrifying one as the steps shifted and quaked beneath their feet.

Finally, they reached the top, and Imimi dove through the doorway, with Darkos, as promised, on her heels, dragging Arthius behind him. Just as they’d cleared the door, a roaring explosion sounded from beneath, and the staircase crumbled out of sight.

The three sat in a panting, gasping heap.

“Well, well, well. And not a moment too soon. Nice job, Dark.”

Darkos looked up now at the hall he’d entered. Mom stood, still in that weird feathery costume Geela had made. She had a much-relieved look on her face. The hallway itself was absolutely demolished, with hundreds of injured or otherwise battered priests and villagers frozen, mid-strike. Next to Mom was the large suit of armor he knew Geela to be in. Concerningly, it was horizontal.

“She overdid it just a tad,” Mom said. “I guess all those passive enchantments take a toll.”

“She okay?”

His mom glanced over her shoulder before lowering her voice. “That,” she said, “depends entirely on our ability to talk our way out of this.”











CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

A Path Towards Catharsis




“You have some explaining to do.”

This was something of an understatement, perhaps on the level of saying Geela was kinda nasty sometimes. Or maybe it was like saying Darkos was a little miffed at Noire for stealing his soul.

Noire did them dirty, so they did it dirty back. See? Darkos could make understatements too.

But yeah, looking around at the destroyed temple, holding his father, who just an hour or so ago had been cackling about sacrificing virgins—Geela had hated that bit—he could see it. Add in the crumpled form of ‘Alerion,’ the half-crow Rakette—who was starting to revert to full human form—and the destroyed stairs to the catacombs below, and things just looked bad. And then to compound on that was the fact that the actual explanation involved Void Fiends and sacrifice.

Of course, the real problem here was that Geela was out like a light. Without her savvy to get them out of this, he would have to think fast.

“Uhhhhhhhh. About that. Um. Right, okay. So.” Already off to a good start.

The entire population of the town stared back at him. Well, the entire population from the ages of fourteen and up. That meant there was an uncanny number of children here too. Then his eyes fell on the priests. Many were bleeding or bruised, nursing injuries, but one thing set them apart from the other children of the town. They were all so, so thin and so, so pale. They were, all of them, a few years from sacrifice—a few years from the happiest night of their life, followed by the worst.

No. Not anymore. Not anymore.

“We have uncovered a sobering truth.” Better. “Many of you may be confused. In fact, I’d wager all of you. Maybe you’ve got a theory or questions, but I can promise you, the reality is far stranger.” Okay, he needed time to string together the next thought. He stood, and his whole body wailed in protest. Ignoring the pain, he laced his fingers together, cracking them in a way that he knew Geela envied. Then he helped his father and Imimi up.

“The High Priests,” she said, her harsh whisper bouncing around the rubble. “They’re evil.”

Nobody quite gasped at this, but there were whispers.

“Yes, sadly,” Darkos confirmed. “For this cult is not what you think. It was founded on tenets of foul void magic. And I can prove it to you.” He didn’t really like the path he was taking this in, but it was the best out he could think of. “Many of you have wondered where I disappeared off to. Why I didn’t return when I should have. I understand your concerns. I’d have them too. But after my last failed sending, I was understandably upset, and I did research. Research into the church’s foundation, not the words of Alerion but the past of Malevo. It was this trail that led me to a dark force known to the world as…” He took a deep breath. “Ja’Eel Scilatia.”

This did cause a few gasps and a fair bit more whisperings as a new name entered the arena. Ja’Eel had, after all, stolen their mountain. And when she did that, she entered the common sphere of knowledge as a wicked evildoer. Those who cared to research did so, digging up her affinities for lightning, sorcery, witchcraft, and, of course, void magic.

“Are you saying,” asked an older man, the tinsmith Smith, “that the dread sorceress Ja’Eel is responsible for corruption in the church?”

Darkos bowed his head. “It’s far worse. Far.”

His eyes darted to where Geela lay slumped in her suit of armor. Then his eyes darted to his parents. Mom blinked a couple times, her bewilderment clear, but Dad’s lips grew tight, knowing what Darkos was doing.

“Let me tell you a short story,” Darkos said. “About an evil woman who was obsessed with the void. This woman caused pain that few around the realm have been spared. Even us, in our secluded mountains, have felt her sting in more ways than we knew. Lightning, sorcery, witchcraft, these fields can range from natural to corrupt by whoever wields them. But void, void is the unholy child of darkness. Void is only evil. And only evil can come of it.” Darkos was stalling a bit, trying to figure out how to finish his ruse in a way that didn’t have the townspeople tearing Geela limb from limb.

“What’s this got to do with Alerion?” hollered Samla, the town’s blacksmith.

“Ja’Eel needed power for the Void Fiend she served. A figure so dark I dare not say it’s na—”

“Is it that Noirela thing that Grampa Leo was talking about?” asked Imimi.

Darkos shuddered at the name. “Can you maybe not?” he asked, wincing. “Names give power.”

“Oh!” She clapped a hand over her mouth before whispering, “should we maybe not say her full name? The sorceress?”

Darkos’s lips parted for a moment before he nodded eagerly. “Excellent idea. ‘Geela’ is short for Ja’Eel, and only true names give power, so use that.” Biting down a smile at his genius was the hardest task he’d done all day. Geela would be thrilled with him.

“All right,” said one of the village elders, Avarian Grey. “So what did this Geela do? Did she…” the elder swallowed hard. “Did she create the church? Does Alerion exist?”

Darkos looked to Imimi, and the two bowed their heads. “Geela,” Darkos said, “tasked multiple powerful individuals to create a church to worship her Patron, the Void Fiend. Those people you know well. Anitemma, Leoth, Bryans from Sunnyville and the High Priests from the other villages, which some of you are familiar with.”

“What about the Senior Clergy?” creaked the ancient voice of Petunia Lark, the oldest resident of the village. “My son, Todd, he joined the Senior Clergy. He never would have known this witch Geela was somehow in charge…” She trailed off, looking miserable.

Darkos waded through the crowd and patted her on the hand. “Unfortunately, the Senior Clergy were the ones who orchestrated this. They are all not only suspects but clear accomplices in Geela’s malevolent plans.”

“What of the priests?” a voice rang out. “They worshipped Alerion, they brought sermon to us. Yet many stand among us now!”

“Yeah! Why did they say nothing?”

“They need to be brought to justice.”

This was getting out of hand, and an unruly mob was the last thing he needed, especially not incited against the tiny teenagers who now looked ready to pass out in fear.

“Enough!” The voice that bellowed across the ruined temple was not Darkos’s but rather that of his mom. “Look at you all, ready to take arms against children.”

“They spread the word of that void thing to dozens of far off cities and realms,” shouted the baker, Carly. “How many priests have been sent out over the years after the Sending Off? Hundreds?”

“Watch your tongue, Carly,” snapped one of the fishermen. “My son was sent out two years ago, and I know my boy. Wherever he is, he is not spreading the name of some Void Fiend. Not intentionally.” He turned to Darkos, hands planted on his hips, confident. “What was the true nature of the Sending, then? What have our children been doing out in the world all these years?”

Darkos had spent thirty years serving devoutly. From the time he was a toddler and gathered bread for the village’s poor to the time he was twenty-eight and set out to defeat Ja’Eel Scilatia. Thirty years of helping the downtrodden, of fighting for justice, of healing the sick and wounded. In the past month, he’d had his faith destroyed and then set out to destroy the faith of others. He’d destroyed the temple he’d worshiped in, he’d attacked the elders that once served as mentors to him. He’d thought nothing could be harder than breaking the faith of his village.

Somehow, he’d forgotten that at some point, he would have to stare down a thousand people and tell them what actually happened to those priests on the eve of the Sending Off.




* * * * *




Darkos sat on the temple floor beside Geela’s collapsed form, still shrouded in the armor of Alerion. Yes, there were still those who cared about the nature of the temple, of Alerion, of her, but right now, the village needed a reprieve to dry their eyes. It was impossible to go about your day in Sunnyville without knowing a priest. A friend, or a friend of a child’s. A sister or brother. An apprentice.

A son or daughter.

Darkos had spent some time getting over it himself, but the wounds hadn’t been as fresh because, cold as it sounded, he hadn’t thought much of his graduating class in the past twelve years. It didn’t compare to what the parents who sent their children off less than a year ago were feeling. The priests themselves were absolute wrecks, wailing and crying for their friends and for themselves, who’d only narrowly avoided death.

Darkos didn’t know what to do, so he just hung his head and slowly trailed a finger across Geela’s helmet, wondering how she’d react if she were awake right now.

“I know you’re crazy and evil and probably wouldn’t care at all about this,” he said under his breath, “but—” he laughed, a sad little sound. “I could really use your company right now, Geela.”

She shifted under his hands, and he jumped. After a quick glance to confirm that no one had noticed, he knelt down next to her. There was no condescending remark or bold statement, or casual insult at his expense. She lay still, except for the slow rise of her chest.

“Geela?” he whispered, holding an ear closer to her helmet, where he heard short, gasping breaths. “Are you hurt?”

“Darkos? I can’t—I can’t see. I can’t move, I can’t—”

“You’re still in your armor. The visor’s probably knocked over your eyes, and I’m not sure about moving, but that armor looks heavy…”

“Right. Right. And you’re okay? Dammit, I lost it. There was too much… there were too many enchantments and summoning and possessing an entire village and—dammit, I lost it. What happened? Down in the catacombs.” Her voice throughout this brief monologue had gone from panic to frustration to anger and finally to a more measured curiosity.

“Destroyed the crystal,” Darkos said. “Technically, one of the priests did, a girl called Imimi. Malevo showed up and possessed Leoth, not sure how that happened. We came up to find the place toast and you on the ground and everyone staring.”

“And now? Are they watching you?”

Darkos scanned the room to make sure before responding. “No. I told them about Noire. I actually pinned it on you since no one would believe me that the evil Ja’Eel Scilatia had come to rescue them, and it seemed like a good scapegoat at the time. Even got them to say your name, Geela, a bunch, cause I know that sometimes it gives powerful beings strength.”

“Huh. Explains a fair bit. Very smart, Darkos.” The praise, even despite the misery surrounding the pair, still made him glow just a little. “And now? Why are they just letting you talk to me? Or did we move?” Her breathing had slowed down now that reason was showing through the initial panic.

“Ah, no, we’re still in the temple. I, um, told them what happened to the priests. The ones who died. They’re taking it hard and just not really paying attention.”

“Aw.” Her voice sounded almost pouty. “I wanted to be the one to tell them. Gloat over it a bit, make them really angry. You shouldn’t have done that.”

Darkos froze at her words, a sick feeling in his stomach. No, he hadn’t expected Geela to cry or mourn with the families, but this horrified him in a way nothing she’d ever done before had. He rested his forehead on his knee and, for a brief moment, saw himself traveling the following year with a woman who would genuinely have laughed in the faces of grieving parents. He’d have to if he wanted to defeat Noire, but right now, he wanted nothing more than to be away from her. The world was too heavy right now, just too heavy.

“Please don’t say that,” he said, his voice choked. “Don’t.”

“It’s true, and I’m sorry. I had a whole thing planned, but I over-extended. Pinning their anger on me was part of the strategy, which you did a good job of picking up on, but…” Her already weak voice trailed off, and she sighed. “Should’ve looped you in. I need to stop sheltering you.”

“Sheltering me from what? Cruelty?” He knew his voice was rising, but he didn’t really care. “From the reality that everyone I seem to know really is irredeemable?”

“Irredeemable cruelty. The harshness of the truly evil. The effect it has on survivors. The death of young people and the mourning of parents is too heavy to enjoy. Too much to even desire.” She coughed a bit, and half of him pitied her gasping breaths, but he couldn’t truly care about her right now. “There’s an art to slowly setting a village ablaze. Optimizing destruction while maximizing the survivors who will go tell the world of your evil deeds.” He heard her swallow, but when she spoke again, her voice was the strongest it had been since she woke up. “But there’s something cold about one who kills to kill. Loving power is not loving suffering.”

“But you would have gloated.” He could feel his mouth thick with tears that he didn’t know why he was hiding. “Over their pain. Their suffering.”

“Rage is a powerful balm, Darkos. All the more when it’s justifiable. You get the luxury of spending the first few moments of your grief blindly furious. With all that anger and hate aimed at me, and by extension, Noire, it gives people a sense of how to move forward. Oh!” She groaned and shifted. “Be a dear and crack my visor? I can’t breathe right in here?”

He obliged, hands still shaking. Her words filled his head with a lot of confusion but a few plain truths. It was classic Geela fashion to speak to him without thinking how her words might land. That was part of their relationship. He got to be the one person she didn’t perform for, but the cost of this was the words she threw out, careless as daggers.

“So you would have gloated, but… what, wouldn’t have enjoyed it?” Please say yes, please say you wouldn’t have loved this.

“Worship is fun. The hate of my enemies is exhilarating. The smug victory over someone who despises you in every conceivable way, oh Darkos, it’s just wonderful.” Even as she spoke, though, her voice never rose to the happy pitch it usually did when speaking of such things. “A village of people furious at you for random destruction, that can be fun, hilarious even. A village of innocents mourning dead loved ones? I can’t imagine something less fun. Well, okay, I probably could, but my point stands. Gloating over them is a means to an end. Gives them a way to feel less lost, through anger, and they could funnel that into something productive, perhaps, putting their faith in you. It’s not gonna bring their loved ones back, but it’s a path towards catharsis.” 

Still resting his head on his knee, Darkos considered this. Yes, having a mighty evil force, a servant of Noire, deliver the horrifying news with the subtlety of a bandage ripped off by an ox… that would have filled the people with a sense of hate towards the entity responsible.

“I thought I’d try to be tactful with how I said it.” With his quiet confession of just another bit of stupidity, the tears overwhelmed his fading inhibitions. Not that it mattered, as the townspeople had started filing out of the temple, perhaps outside for some fresh air, or maybe they’d wanted away from him. After all, he couldn’t have possibly hurt them more than he did with his stammering, agonizing delivery. His false starts bred false hopes. He’d watched their faces as they tried to interpret his sputtering confession, trying to find anything but the horrifying truth. His drawn-out attempt at compassion had just hurt them more.

“Even if a tactful delivery was the right call, you were always going to mess it up.”

The vote of zero confidence bore down on him even more. “I just wanted to be gentle.”

“Which is why you shouldn’t have been the one to tell them. I know you, Darkos. You couldn’t be anything but gentle; it’s that empathy thing. You’re too full of it, and you’re too close to this. I’m sure watching their faces was absolutely brutal. You shouldn’t have had to see that.”

So that’s why she’d apologized. For sheltering him, hiding him, planning this delivery without consulting him. Usually, he wanted all the truth but right now he wanted to be sheltered, wanted to be hidden and safe and somewhere far away. Even if everything Geela said to him right now made sense, even if none of it was meanspirited, even if she only wanted to protect him, he didn’t want to have this conversation anymore.

“I want to go home.”

“We can do that. We can do that right now.” Her voice snapped from soft to practical in one sentence flat. It hurt, but it was comforting in its own blunt way. “If you or your parents can cause any distraction, it won’t be hard to slip away. I just—this armor. It’s too heavy, and I have no strength left.”

He nodded. “I can get you out. We don’t even need a distraction. Everyone’s gone outside now. I think they forgot about you.”

“All right,” she said, refreshingly okay with not being the center of attention. “Then help me out. It should open easily, and then I can get you home. Will your parents be there?”

Darkos nodded, even though he knew Geela couldn’t see him. “Yeah. At least, they’ll know where we are. Okay. Okay.” He rose a bit to a crouch and began unfastening her armor. “Let’s get you out.”











CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

A Lovely Breakfast and An Exchange of Rings




To say the pair had been drained by their adventure would be an understatement comparable to the one Darkos had heard upon emerging from the catacombs. He’d had ‘a lot to explain’ the same way Geela needed a nap.

Her nap wasn’t pleasant, either. It was one of those feverish three-day naps punctuated by sips of tea and broth and water provided by concerned parents.

“Mama, I don’t like orange tea,” she’d once mumbled upon waking from a delirious dream about krakens eating her feet while swimming at the beach with her cousins. It wasn’t until the tea was sitting sulkily in her stomach and she’d rolled back over, pressing a wetted cloth to her face, that she realized she’d called Rakette ‘mama.’ This flung her into a dream about her mother scolding her for summoning void imps during the equinox festival, a dream far more stressful than the kraken one—especially since she hadn’t summoned the damn imps.

Once, she heard voices murmuring above her. “She’s been like this for days… She’ll never get better.”

“Give her time, don’t give up on her now.”

Except Geela couldn’t tell if it was real, a dream, or a memory.

“...it’ll take her like it took her sister.”

Geela rolled over in bed, whimpering, and pressed the pillow over her head. She needed sleep to recharge, but too many parts of her soul had been overstretched.

“It might be better to—”

“She’s still alive!”

“Won’t be long now.”

“Geela, how are you feeling?”

If this was a memory, and reaching back into the recess of her addled brain, she could find some semblance to a yearly corn fever that ravaged the town’s young for some six years in a row, then it couldn’t touch her now. It was just a dratted memory.

“Geela?”

The voice that spoke now was a soothing presence to her ears—a man’s voice but not her father or uncle. A cool hand pressed to her cheek.

“Last time this happened, she was out for almost twenty four hours.”

“Well, girl did mind control a thousand villagers. Impressive feat.” Arthius said. A dream for sure, then. Darkos’s parents weren’t ones for compliments.

“Good to know she can’t just willy-nilly hypnotize a whole town without some form of payback.”

“Mom! She saved our skins.”

The woman’s voice, Rakette’s, trailed off, muttering something about a mountain and opals.

“Sorry about her,” Darkos’s voice whispered. “I doubt you heard that, but she’s just rattled.” She felt a newly cool cloth press against her forehead and smiled in her sleep. No more memory, no more dream. Just her faithful Darkos.

The next time Geela woke, her hair, face, and clothes were so damp she’d thought someone had gotten tired of her occupying their bed and had doused her with a barrel of water. She was reminded of Darkos flopping a lily pad at his dad for the better part of ten minutes before just pouring water on the man. Maybe he’d learned.

But then she sat up and found that it was just her fever breaking. Finally. One day Geela would find a way to make over-exerting herself less unpleasant. Really though, the lasting damage here would be whatever nonsense she’d muttered in her sleep. Had she really called Rakette ‘mama’? No, surely that was just a fever dream. She would never.




* * * * *




“Of course, I was always ‘mom’ or ‘mommy’ to Darkos, so it was funny hearing ‘mama.’ And imagine not liking orange tea!”

Geela sat at the kitchen table, sulking over a breakfast of eggs and bacon, smiling up at her. Yes, smiling. Like she was seven.

“Don’t be embarrassed, dear. It was sweet.”

“You know I’m older than you, right?” Geela scowled and flipped her bacon upside down. Childish, yes. But at least it reflected how she felt.

Darkos bustled back from the kitchen with a delectable smelling pan of cinnamon rolls. The promise of something sweet brightened Geela’s mood, and she smiled up at him.

“Geela! Your bacon is frowning.” He looked so alarmed at this development that Geela couldn’t stop her sweet, ‘please give me cinnamon rolls’ smile from turning to a laugh.

“Mom, did you give Geela sad bacon?”

Rakette peered at the plate, concerned. “I would never have.”

“Just give me a damn cinnamon roll,” Geela said, stifling any further laughter.

“Made them myself,” he said. “Extra icing.”

“Darkos,” scolded his mother.

“We saved the town! We deserve extra icing.”

“Still.” She planted her hands on her hips. “It’s not healthy. Arth?”

“They did just save the town,” he said, eying the rolls like a shark stalking an injured dolphin.

Rakette sighed. “I suppose you did just save the town.”

Geela fully agreed, and soon her fingers were covered with the sugary glaze. Darkos may cook his steaks a bit well done, he may overcook his eggs, and don’t get her started on his burnt chicken, but he made a mean cinnamon roll. Perhaps even meaner than her still-miffed bacon.

It was nice, having a domestic breakfast, even with Darkos’s parents. And she didn’t mind playing with her food a bit, because as Darkos mentioned, she deserved it.

He did too. It had been a hell of a day for the both of them, really for the whole village but, while Geela cognitively could sympathize, she really didn’t care too much about them. Right now, she was focused exclusively on boosting the two of them back up to normal, or as normal as could be achieved so soon after the Alerion kerfuffle.

“So what’s next for the two of you?” Arthius slurped down a third egg, and Geela shuddered just slightly. Unlike his son, Arthius ate his eggs so raw that a rooster could probably have still made a chick out of it.

“Two more Alerion villages to liberate,” Geela said.

“Jungle and Arid,” Darkos said, munching down on his own borderline powdered eggs. He poured some tomatoey sauce over top of them, and Geela shuddered more. She loved tomatoes, but the sugary paste was already an affront to her senses. Seeing them on top of Darkos’s dried eggs... “Neither is too far, and with Malevo gone—”

“Disabled,” Geela said, collecting herself. “He astrally projected to take control of Leoth, but we don’t know for sure his soul perished when the crystal was destroyed.”

“Right. What would happen then? Would he just snap back to his body? Like, how does astral projection work?”

“Well, void beings need to possess a mortal entity in order to do much here physically.” She bit into a piece of toast, polishing it off in two bites. “With the way the children of Noire possess their hosts at the moment of conception, they’re locked into that body. It gives them the bonus of not needing void energy to recharge; they just recharge the way humans do. But it limits their extra-body travel. He could only project as powerfully as he did because he had an anchor. Anchors can be something like an incredibly powerful magical object or even another void spawn. In this case, it was the crystal that let him project like that.”

Darkos nodded but stared rather inquisitively at his fork full of sausage. “Huh. And that’s something that’s hard to do, the astral projecting? Like you couldn’t accidentally do it.”

“The average person, no. That’s very challenging stuff if you aren’t predisposed to it. I can’t even do it.” She lifted a shoulder in an unconcerned shrug. Astral projection was nasty stuff anyway. Miserable and disorienting. “Why?”

He shook his head quickly, smiling. “Just trying to figure out if Malevo could have zipped back to his body.”

“If he did, he’d be comatose. Destroying his crystal like that would ruin him. If he survived, he just hopped back to the void, which is irritating but not terrible. It means Noire has to siphon power to bring him back. Otherwise, he’s pretty useless.”

Darkos nodded. “So he’s, like, in timeout.”

Geela choked on her hashbrown as the image of Noire lording over the Void Realm while Malevo’s soul sulked in some corner floated in her mind. “Yes,” she sputtered, wiping tears from her eyes. “Yes, he’s in timeout.” She stared out at the remains of the breakfast feast the four—mostly Geela—had devoured. Dabbing away mashed potato from her face, she very pleasantly smiled at Arthius. “Breakfast was lovely, by the way. Thank you.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed the hash browns,” Rakette said. “You were asking for them while sleeping, I think. Something about being a potato princess, so I tried to incorporate that into the meal.”

Geela lifted her chin, refusing to let the jibe slow her down. “Nobody makes potatoes like the Farm Region does. But they were passable.”

Darkos sprung to his feet to start clearing away dishes. Geela let him, crossing her fork and knife over her plate, signifying that she would not be finishing the remains of her meal. Good hearty food was exactly what she needed to replenish, and she felt like, maybe after another nap, she could consider leaving.

“What’s after taking out the Alerion cults?” Rakette asked, joining Darkos with the cleaning.

“Move on to the next child of Noire,” Geela said. “A little bird told me that the Celestial City might be a good place to go.” Geela glanced back at Darkos, who was merrily splashing away in the sink, before grabbing Rakette’s sleeve and pulling her close. “Who did you say sent you to Sunnyville?” she asked, her voice a hiss.

“Professor Elle, head of the Realms Studies Department.” Rakette looked at Darkos. “You think she might be involved?”

“I’m not sure, but it is awfully suspicious that she sent you here. It’s either her or… what did you say the priestess’s name was?”

Rakette’s eyes grew wide. “Lune would never.”

“Just like Malevo would never?”

“What are we whispering over?” Arthius asked, poking his head in on the two women.

“Geela thinks that the head of the Realms Studies Department sent us here intentionally, to put,” she dropped her voice to barely audible, “Darkos in Noire’s sights.”

“Didn’t work very well, did it,” Arthius said, which was a fair point. If the goal was to send Darkos to Malevo, something had really failed.

“True,” Rakette said. “But I can also see where the communications may have broken down. We took a vacation at the Beach Region before heading to Sunnyville—”

Geela held up a hand, cutting Rakette off. “You took a vacation? Your priestess tells you that your son is a void spawn that needs immediate attention, and you take a vacation before running away?”

“Well.” Rakette crossed her arms. “We knew it was the last one we’d ever get to take. And we didn’t expect Dark to be born so early, so we had to spend some extra time nursing him back to health.”

“Yeah, all told it probably took us a year when we said six months,” Arthius said. “So it’s possible that if someone did tell the cults, we were coming, too much got messed up on our travels.”

Geela’s nose wrinkled, but she couldn’t say anything to that. For once, he was right. This had probably saved Darkos from being immediately delivered to Malevo. She sighed. “Well, all right then, you probably did the right thing. I still need a word with the academy’s Realms Studies Department. I don’t trust the head. How would she have even heard of Sunnyville?”

“Promise, Eve’s not a bad person,” Arthius said. “And she literally knows every town on file. Of course she’d know.”

“Well, I’ve heard ‘not a bad person’ a lot recently. So excuse me for being suspicious.”

“Mom! Where’s the—what’s got you all so huddled?”

The group broke apart like magnets, all inconspicuously turning to something else.

“Just discussing where we’re going next. After the cults. Your parents are concerned I won’t take care of you.”

Darkos shuffled over to clear the last of the plates. “I’ll be fine,” he said, grabbing Geela’s plate. “Made it this far—Geela, you didn’t finish your eggs! And your bacon! It's angry! It has eyebrows now!”




* * * * *




It didn’t take the pair long to pack up their belongings the next day. They hadn’t brought too much, and Geela’s bag ate most of it. Darkos’s parents pushed a good deal of food on them, which was very kind, even though Geela was beyond done mentioning it. Darkos could thank them for her. She was tired of them.

It was shortly before their final lunch that Rakette pulled Geela aside, a motion that had become familiar if not miserable.

“Look,” the woman started, and Geela was already over the conversation. “Darkos has been through a lot at—”

“I know. I already know. He’s talked a bit about it, about how this whole thing is harder than he thought it would be.” It had cracked her heart just a little to see him sitting on his bed, arms wrapped around his knees, chin tucked in. He’d struggled to find a way to phrase ‘killing people and dealing with grief is a lot more taxing than taking out your monster pets ever was’ without making Geela think less of him, and it hurt just a little to watch. “He’s a hardy guy. He’ll be fine.”

“Geela,” she said, and now her voice was more urgent. “I just wanted to say that… I don’t like you. I don’t respect your work, or the things you’ve done to good folk just to inflate an already massive ego.”

Geela considered this. “Well, I don’t at all enjoy your company, and if it weren’t for the fact that your son is better than we both deserve, my plans for this village would have been renovating it to about two inches high and very sooty.”

Rakette’s eyes narrowed, an odd reaction given she instigated the insults. “Anyway. I wanted to make that clear. I will, however, put up with you at Darkos’s request.”

Geela’s fingers trailed along the window sill, scraping up dirt under a nail. “Charming. Well, dear, I’ll be sure to withstand your boorish nature should he ever convince me to come back up here.”

“Well, he’d best! And when we come down to wherever you’ve set up, I like to think we’ll be damn better houseguests than you’ve managed to be.” Rakette straightened her shoulders, gazing at Geela haughtily.

“First of all,” Geela wiped off her dirty finger on the bright yellow curtains, “I can’t imagine ever wanting you to visit my home. Maybe Darkos could convince me. Maybe. He’d have to have a damn good argument, though, because two,” she started scraping the dirt out from under her nail using a knitting needle that lay on the chair by the window, “I couldn’t imagine you’d be a better houseguest.” She smiled sweetly. “Fortunately, I don’t see us re-encountering each other for a long time, so—”

“Oh, don’t pretend. You may have him fooled, but he still is a good enough son to invite us.”

“Invite you?”

“I saw him give you that ring before the invasion.”

Geela blinked. “The one—”

“And I’ve seen the one on his finger now.”

“The what? He’s got another one? Which ring?”

Rakette stared at her, outrage dripping from every pore. “The big sapphire one, the one—”

Geela wheeled around so fast the curtain in her hand ripped. “How in the hell?” She groaned. “I’m sorry, I’m sure that, to anyone other than myself, what you have to say is terribly important, but I need to rescue an engagement ring.”

Rakette’s lips flopped open, but Geela had no further time and swept from the room to chase down Darkos. How had he gotten his hands on…

Of course. Of course. The day Geela left her castle on a little head-clearing tirade was the last time she’d worn that stealth garb. It had also been the last time she’d worn her engagement ring. She’d contemplated burrowing to the core of the planet to melt it in the fiery inferno of whatever was down there but ended up shoving it in her pocket to deal with later.

And later was now, as she rounded the corner to find the dazzling sapphire still on his pinkie. How had she missed it? Maybe Darkos was rubbing off on her.

“Darkos, sweetheart, that ring…”

“Oh! Oh, man.” He facepalmed, actually smacking his face with his hand. “Second time I forgot.” He grinned, abashed. “It was super helpful, though. I’m getting better at using artifacts. You wouldn’t believe how much I bashed Malevo. I collapsed a cavern on him.”

Geela’s lips went tight. “Right. You collapsed a cavern.”

“I think it was an ice bolt. It got all scummy in the void air, but it was enough to blow up the dire crystals, and that gave me a way out.”

Geela stared at Darkos, brain clunking through this in record slow time. Darkos had just blasted a metric ton of void energy out of his pinkie finger, thinking he was using, what, ice magic from Geela’s engagement ring?

Darkos was also staring by now, his face probably mirroring hers in sheer blank stupor.

Finally, Geela forced a smile. “That’s just dandy. Happy for you.” Good job, Geela. Very convincing.

He nodded. “Okay. Right, well, anyway, here it is back.” He pulled the delicate band off his finger. “Thanks, by the way. For giving me something defensive. For a sec down there, I thought I was screwed. I did like the forcefield one better, though. Ice magic is draining.”

Great, and now Geela felt like a bad friend. She examined the ring, stomach sinking as her heart skipped a bit the way it did when Barney first slid it on her finger. God, she needed to get a grip.

"How about..." She fumbled in her bag before withdrawing the old force-field ring he’d used in Haymaker, "...you hang onto this. It's already attuned to you, and I shouldn't leave you entirely undefended."

His face brightened like a school boy's as he pulled the old ring on. "Awesome."

"All right." Geela clapped her hands and looked around the two. "All right, this looks good. Let’s grab some lunch before heading out. You ready to go?”

For a moment, he looked like he might contest. “Next village, you do the news breaking. I don’t want to be anywhere near it.”

“Given. It won’t be nearly as hard without Malevo being a driving force and with one of the crystals shattered, so this—” she gestured at the general air “—won’t happen again. I am not possessing another town.”

“Don’t like it?”

“Hypnotized worship drains you. It doesn’t invigorate. It’s like… eating spoiled food. It tastes all right, and you feel like you’re eating, but the next thing you know, the whole meal is on the floor, plus the last few and…”

She looked up where Darkos’s face had gone green at the metaphor.

She tried again.

“It’s like writing a book, and someone says they’ll publish it but ask for money instead of paying you. It looks good to someone who doesn’t know better, but it drains you more than it pays you. You just end up more broke.”

Darkos nodded, hopefully getting it. “All right. Actually, I suppose that makes sense. Okay, so no possessing groups, and I get to hide when you tell everyone the…” he trailed off, face clouding for a second before he shook his head, forcing a smile. “...bad news.”

“You’re going to be okay,” she said, voice dropping to a softness she didn’t love using but knew reassured him. “And you’re saving them. Remember that.”

Then he smiled, for real this time, and nodded. "Okay. Then let’s make like a tree and leaf.” Geela turned this sentence over in her head, but before she could speak, Darkos hoisted his bag on his shoulder. “It was nice to be at home, but I need to get out of this place. Need to get back on the road, see something new.”

She nodded, but her brain was still on his little quip. Technically, ‘make like a tree and leaf’ did make more sense than how she’d always said it, but it made her question how many puns she may have butchered in the past. Geela turned to grab her satchel, already taking stock of the various items she’d lifted from Rakette and Arthius’s kitchen, for future pick-me-ups when Darkos was in need.

And he’d be in need. Geela had no plans to tell him about his damned bloodline anytime soon, but every day they’d spend in the Celestial City would be a day he might accidentally find out. A day he might need a sandwich or some cheesy noodles to cheer him up. As she slung the bag over her shoulder, she questioned whether she should have stolen anything that might have given herself a little mood boost. The Celestial City had a lot of unfinished business she wasn’t particularly interested in finishing.

The two started off down the road, Darkos prattling about destroying cults and saving his people, but Geela’s mind was hundreds of miles away in a massive, sunsoaked city filled to the gills with shadows and secrets. Professor Elle was there, but so were the members of Geela’s old blood cult. Old classmates. Old enemies.

“Right Geela?”

Geela blinked, suddenly back in the weak, chilly sunlight of a mountain path.

“Hmm?”

“Oh just, frogs.” Darkos was staring at her intently, though, so she filed this away for the future and tossed an attentive look on her face.

“What about frogs?”

Darkos grinned. “Just that there are plenty in the Jungle Region. Smaller than in the swamp, but just as deadly.”

She snorted. “So you were just trying to ruin my mood.”

“What? No, I was saying how I was going to protect you from them.” He shook his head at her foolishness. “You really weren’t paying attention, were you?” The intent look was back. “What were you thinking about?”

Oh, nothing. Your past, your future, your inexplicable present. Nothing you need to worry about.

“…how much fun we’re going to have dissolving those cults.”

“The whole point is to save the villagers, not have fun.” He sighed, a bit too much harumph to be serious. “We’re never gonna be on the same page, are we?”

He had no idea.
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