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Chapter 1. Strawberries and Blood

 The question Ruby continued to ask
herself was a simple one but with complicated ramifications - Do
I do what is right, or do I do what I want?

This would be a question that the princess
continued to ask herself in abundance over the course of what
remained of her life. Even though the reason she asked herself the
question this time would soon be rendered moot, the question would
remain. She pretended that she had a choice in this question beyond
doing what was expected of her. She kidded herself that she might
give in to her own desires rather than what was the greater good.
At the end of the day, however, she acknowledged that her choice
would always be the same. Her own desires fell to the wayside when
weighed against the needs of her people.

Princess Ruby Willow paced back and forth in
her sizable bedroom of the drafty castle. She’d lived there for
twenty years of life. It certainly wasn’t a bad place to live, and
she was quite aware that she’d drawn a winning lot in life. During
all her years, her father had ruled Lavidia justly and with the
adoring approval of his people. Imagining that Ruby had a good life
and was well taken care of is an easy assumption for you to make,
and one that is not at all incorrect. That specific day was set to
be an important one for her kingdom, for her people, and most of
all, for her.

You may be wondering where exactly this
kingdom was situated. Lavidia was just one small piece of the world
known as Nabiria. The lands of the humans were primarily composed
of Lavidia and another large kingdom called Elythine with a
scattering of other settlements and villages outside those borders.
Farther north, in the harsh cold, were more barbaric men and women,
while in the south beyond the Sornik Sea were elf lands called the
Land of the Dead. Far to the east was an orc empire that the humans
had fled centuries prior, but our tale takes place in the human’s
land, and it starts in one small room of the castle at the center
of Lavidia.

Given the importance of the event later that
day, Ruby had dressed up for the occasion. She wore a long yellow
dress of a rich, vibrant fabric with flourishes of fanciful designs
sewn in blue thread around the various hems. Her light brown hair
was braided into a pseudo crown design around the back of her head,
while the rest hung down just beyond her shoulders.

Finally abandoning her question, Ruby left
her room, walking through hallways, until she passed through the
large dining hall’s doors. Ruby found that the kitchen staff had
laid out more than enough breakfast for her and any others of the
castle who were interested in partaking. There was only one person
there though, discounting, of course, the guard stationed at the
hall’s entrance. Durin, an eccentric court wizard, was sitting at
one of the tables enjoying the bounty, when she entered.

“Princess Ruby,” he greeted her, putting down
a glass of red wine before wiping his mouth and white beard of the
last sip with his long robe sleeve and leaving a stain in the wooly
grey fabric.

“Good morning, Durin,” she replied. “How are
you today?”

“Quite well, princess,” Durin said. “Quite
well, indeed.”

“How is the food?”

“I’m afraid I wouldn’t know,” he told her.
“I’ve only just tasted the wine. I’ve left the strawberries for you
to try first.”

Ruby smiled at the comment. The fruit was one
of her indulgences, and she almost never went a breakfast without
sampling some of the kingdom’s harvest. Some joked that her
fondness for the fruit was singularly responsible for keeping the
strawberry farmers of the Lavidia kingdom in business. They may
have been right. Walking over to a table of the various foods on
display, Ruby picked up a shimmering metal plate and began to
select things for her breakfast. Chief among the items was the red
fruit that she enjoyed so immensely.

“Grab me a banana, while you’re there, would
you?” Durin called to her.

“Ugh. That poison?”

The wizard allowed himself a little chuckle.
“You’re not allergic, princess. I assure you.”

She smiled but said, “I’ll stick with my
strawberries.”

Once she had collected all that she wanted,
she grabbed the banana, holding it at nearly arm’s length. Ruby
then returned to Durin, sat across the table from him, and handed
him the yellow fruit.

“Thank you, princess,” he said, taking the
fruit from her.

“Of course.” Ruby then watched in relative
disgust as he peeled the skin from the banana. She’d had a bad
reaction to a banana, as a child, and it had colored her opinion
forever. As the wizard took a bite of his food, she turned her eyes
to her own plate.

Picking out one particularly plump and firm
strawberry, Ruby bit into the fruit. Almost immediately, Ruby
realized that something was wrong with the strawberries. The taste
that she was so familiar with soured in her mouth as though it was
rotten. Against all proper decorum, she violently spit the food
back out to her plate in an attempt to purge herself of the foul
taint that she felt spreading throughout her body, but it was too
late. The poison had already taken hold.

“What is it?” Durin asked her with a pair of
bewildered eyes.

“Poison,” she sputtered, before taking a
drink of the wine to cleanse her mouth and then spitting it out as
well. Her skin turned pale, and she could sense a sickness inside
her.

Durin looked at her in horror, as he watched
the poison take noticeable effect. Ruby fell off her seat to the
floor, grabbing at her neck and choking. The wizard pulled out his
thin, gnarled wooden wand and got down on the floor with the
princess. Aiming the implement toward Ruby’s mouth, he muttered
some incantation.

As Durin began to conjure the spell, Ruby
could feel something coming up from within her. At first, she
thought she was going to vomit, but the sensation was somehow
different. Instead of her sick coming up, a dark purplish liquid
began to drip out of her mouth. The wizard continued to cast his
spell, pulling the substance from within her. It spilled out,
coloring her yellow dress purple. Her lips, chin, neck, and soon
even her whole chest were coated with the poisonous ooze, as it
began to pool in her lap.

The poison sludge ceaselessly dripped from
Ruby’s mouth, as the wizard channeled his spell to suck the
substance from her body. Durin attempted to purge Ruby of the vile
substance inside her and save the princess’ life, but before he had
finished the spell, a sword protruding through his rib cage
interrupted his attempts. A grotesque expression covered his face,
as he looked down to the metal tip of the blade ripping through his
chest.

“That doesn’t go there,” he uttered, before
his eyes rolled back in his head.

The castle guard at the other end of the
sword placed his boot to the wizard’s back and pulled the blade
out. Durin toppled to the side, collapsing to the cold stone floor,
and his blood pooled beneath him, soaking into his robe along with
the red wine stain on his sleeve.

Ruby crawled backward from the guard as fast
as she could manage. Durin’s murderer was one of her father’s men.
He had betrayed the king, but she couldn’t imagine a possible
reason as to why. She wondered what was going on. The guard looked
at her with such malice in his eyes, and Ruby realized he would not
stop until she was dead. He didn’t seem at all concerned with the
flow of poison from her mouth or her ghastly pale appearance. He
was singularly focused on ending the princess’ life. One might even
say that he looked to be in a trance.

The poison wildly spewing from Ruby’s mouth
poured forth with no end in sight. The wizard’s spell had been
interrupted. She no longer felt sickness from the poison within
her, but Ruby thought that the deluge of purplish black goop would
never stop. If she’d known the truth of her condition then, it
surely would have horrified this innocent young princess.

Continuing to crawl backward, Ruby soon found
herself against the wall of the dining hall with the trail of
expelled poison in front of her like that of a giant slug. She had
nowhere left to go, and the guard slowly walked toward her. He
didn’t strike her as in any particular hurry to kill her, seeming
to savor every step closer to Ruby. She wondered what she or her
family could have ever done to deserve such vitriol from this
guard. Who had put him up to such a task? Ruby conceded that she
was unlikely to ever learn such answers. All her life, she had
strived to be a force of good, helping her people however she
could, but she feared such deeds would not save her now.

The guard stopped, standing over Ruby’s
cowering form and straddling the poison trail that she had left.
She forced herself to look up at her killer one last time. A dark
shiver ran down her spine, and she felt somehow emboldened. Her
breathing slowed, she stopped shaking in fear, and Ruby even stood
to face the guard, mere inches from his face. He smiled sickly at
her and grabbed her throat with his gloved hand. Ruby reactively
spit some of the poison out toward him from the force of his
grip.

The goop landed on his glove and then dripped
beneath his armor. At the very moment the poison touched his skin,
the guard yanked back his hand, flailing in pain and releasing the
princess from his fierce grip. He dropped his sword to the stone
floor with a clatter and attempted to pull off his glove. Falling
to his knees, he screamed as the poison ate through his skin like
acid. The smell the poison left behind as his flesh was devoured
was unlike anything Ruby had ever experienced before. The odor
filled her nostrils, and while she thought that it should be an
awful stench, she found herself somewhat attracted to it. Something
about it just felt right. She didn’t quite recognize herself in
that moment, but it was only the beginning of her changes.

Forcing herself to ignore the sweet smell,
Ruby realized that this was her chance. She rushed forward and
grabbed the sword that the guard had dropped. It was heavy, much
heavier than she would have guessed. She barely managed to grip it
and hold the tip off the ground, lurching her shoulders forward in
the effort. The poison gurgled forth from her mouth, and some of it
landed on the blade, mixing with the dark red of Durin’s blood. The
guard, meanwhile, seemed to be in agonizing pain from the poison
she had spat out at him and was paying her little to no attention,
giving the princess the opportunity she needed.

Amassing every fiber of her being into the
task, Ruby raised the weapon and brought it down diagonally at the
guard’s neck. The blade landed with a sickening thunk in the man’s
flesh and lodged there. Ruby released the hilt, as it reverberated
painfully in her hands. She winced and backed up, watching blood
spurt out from the wound, covering the guard’s armor in the red
liquid. He screamed again, finally paying her the attention she was
due. The blade hadn’t gone far enough into him to kill him and
hadn’t hit anything truly vital, but she was certain that he was in
great pain.

The guard somehow stood and turned to face
Ruby, the weapon still planted firmly in his shoulder and neck. He
hobbled toward her, holding his shoulders hunched to the side from
the weight of the blade. Ruby backed up once again, but she knew he
could do nothing to her now. Their roles reversed, she toyed with
him. He moved slowly, and she outpaced him, as he attempted to
approach her. She saw the poison that she had inadvertently spit
out onto the blade of the sword was dripping toward the guard’s
spurting neck. Something within her forced her to smile, as she
watched the sludge mix with the guard’s blood and then finally seep
inside the wound.

As the dark purple goop dripped inside him,
the skin at his neck turned blue, and all blood streaming forth
looked to have been tinted an ashy black. He stopped dead in his
tracks and collapsed to the hard, stone floor, landing on his
knees. His eyes were wide open and staring at Ruby. She stared back
in defiance. He seemed frozen by pain but was no longer screaming,
though his mouth hung wide open and slack jaw. Ruby approached him
and kicked his body backward with the heel of her shoe. She could
tell that he was still alive, but that wouldn’t last for long.
Standing over his face, Ruby allowed the poison from her mouth to
drip into his, drowning him in the vile substance that she was now
plagued with. For a few moments, he struggled and gurgled against
the muck, but his body seemed almost completely incapable of
movement, so his fate was sealed.

After Ruby was certain that he was dead, she
snapped out of the moment and realized what she had just done.
Never had she thought herself capable of taking a life, especially
in such a gory and violent way. The princess stepped back, tripping
her foot over his body and nearly falling to the floor. She twisted
about, facing Durin’s body next to the table of poisoned food. Ruby
leaned down, rolling him over to see if he had survived the attack.
The court wizard was limp and lifeless, but his eyes and mouth were
still wide open. She couldn’t stand to see him like that, so she
rubbed a hand over his eyelids, closing them, and she pushed his
jaw up to his face, giving him a look of relative calm.

The purple ooze that continued to slop out of
her mouth dirtied her hands, however, and some of that poison got
onto the wizard. Ruby leaned up to the table and picked up a cloth
napkin, using it to wipe the gunk that she had covered him in. The
princess then turned the cloth to her own face, attempting to clean
herself as well, but there was no end to the venom’s flow.

Dropping the cloth with a sudden thought
occurring to her, Ruby considered that whatever had occurred in
that dining hall wasn’t over. What had happened to the rest of her
family? She feared that this was not an isolated incident. The food
had been meant to kill her, and if Durin had not been there, it
certainly would have. She had to find her loved ones, and she
believed that the poison within her would serve in her endeavor.
Ruby located a small dagger on the guard’s body that was much more
manageable for her than the large sword. Picking it up, she spit
out a hefty sampling of the purplish ooze onto both sides of the
blade, giving it an excessive coating in the awful substance. She
would protect herself if she had to.

Ruby left the dining hall, dagger in hand and
drenched in the poison flowing forth from her mouth. Her lips,
teeth, and chin were completely stained the purple black color, as
the liquid continued to stream out from her following Durin’s
spell. The ooze muddied her once yellow dress all the way from her
neck down to the hem at her feet. Ruby’s skin was pale white and
the dark veins beneath stood out in stark contrast. The poison was
beginning to do more to her than merely flow out from her mouth.
Her light brown hair had turned black, and the soft green eyes she
once had were now ebony abysses. Even her mind felt like it was
changing. Dark thoughts permeated her head, as she strode through
those familiar hallways. She wanted to inflict pain on whoever had
done this. Needed it. Every suppressed thought was flooding to the
surface, and she felt unable to quell her own dark desires. Ruby
didn’t entirely want to either.

Her goal was clear though. She had to find
her younger sister, Leina. She had to make sure that she was
unharmed. If anything had happened to her, Ruby was uncertain what
she would do, but if the dark thoughts in her mind were any
indication, it would be savage. Monstrous.

Walking through the hallways, Ruby heard a
great deal of chaos breaking out throughout the castle’s walls, and
she was certain that her assumption was correct - her ordeal had
not been an isolated incident. Her pace quickened with the hope of
reaching Leina sooner. Turning a corner, however, were two of the
castle guards standing in her way. They had their swords out,
already bloodied from some other poor souls, and when they saw
Ruby, they approached her with a clear ill intent.

The princess couldn’t imagine she would be
able to defend herself against two armed guards. She knew little of
combat, and armed with only a poisoned dagger, she feared she would
not be able to hold her own.

When the guards got close enough to clearly
see what was happening to Ruby, their faces turned from violence to
fear. Though she had not seen her reflection since the poison began
to pour forth from her, she was certain that she must have looked
ghastly. Perhaps, she could use their fear in her favor.

Ruby stopped in the middle of the narrow
hallway, and the horrified guards reactively followed her lead. The
princess raised her poison-coated dagger and prepared to issue some
threat.

“Lay down your weapons,” she ordered them. As
she spoke, the poison spat from her mouth, coating every syllable
in the toxic substance.

Being intimidating, however, was not
something that came easily to her and the guards must have seen
through her false bravado, as neither did what she’d demanded of
them. Instead, their resolve only strengthened, and they continued
to cautiously approach her. Instinctively, the flow of the poison
inside of her ratcheted up. The steady drizzle had become a deluge,
and the purplish goop exploded out from her. Opening her mouth
wide, the poison flooded the hallway in front of her, showering the
two guards in the sticky substance.

Both men screamed as the poison wrapped them
in its dark embrace. The noxious liquid was stronger than it had
been against the former guard. The venom devoured the men’s flesh
and ripped through their clothing and armor. Amidst the onslaught
of dark purple, Ruby could see the men dissolved beneath the
endless waves billowing forth from her mouth. She felt like she
might drown against the rushing stream of poison flowing out from
her, but she somehow continued to breathe through her nose. Again,
the smell of the men being ripped apart by the poison seemed sweet
as the scent wafted into her nostrils. Something about it just
appealed to her on an aesthetic level. This concerned Ruby, as she
feared she was beginning to have a taste for the murder of these
men. The darkness growing inside of her was wrapping her mind in
its warmth the same as the poison had the guards. It felt good.

Ruby fought against the gleeful sensation.
Leina needed her. The poison slowed its pace back to what it had
been before the gusher, and the princess walked forward, stepping
over and through what remained of the guards. Their bodies had been
broken down until almost nothing was left. The bottom of her dress
dragged through the poison and their remains, further discoloring
the now soggy cloth. She continued through the hallways toward
Leina’s room, her trail of excreted poison slopped out behind
her.

The chaos and the screams throughout the
castle endured, and Ruby wondered if there was anyone who remained
safe following the treasonous act. Before she made it to her
sister’s room, Ruby had to pass by the throne room. From there, she
could hear a great deal of commotion, as the room seemed to be a
focal point of what was transpiring in the castle. Halting at the
corner before the room, Ruby saw a pair of guards rush into the
chamber. No one else was in sight, so she moved forward. Her
initial intent was to move past the throne room and hurry to
Leina’s chamber. As she passed by, however, she turned her head to
inspect it. The sight was one she could not ignore.

Bodies of important members of her father’s
court were scattered throughout the room. Trails of blood and
bloody footprints connected the corpses together in a grim pattern.
A series of guards with red blades stood over the bodies, while her
father kneeled next to the throne. Her mother’s body already lay
crumpled and discarded to his side. A bloodied dagger was at the
king’s throat, held by Leina. In her other hand was a stuffed dog
that she often slept with at night. She was dressed in a night robe
splattered in blood, and her eyes were malevolent and full of
malice. She smiled a wicked little grin that didn’t suit her
innocent nature. The scene made no sense to Ruby’s mind. Her
thoughts demanded answers as to what could have possibly driven her
nine-year-old sister to ever hold a blade to her father’s neck.

Leina looked up to meet her sister’s eyes,
but she was not overly concerned with her presence, as the young
girl moved her gaze back down to her father at the tip of her
blade. Ruby realized what was about to happen, even though it made
no sense to her.

“No!” the princess shouted, stepping forward
into the throne room.

Her word held no power over her younger
sister. Leina plunged the dagger into the king’s throat, ripping it
to the side. Blood seemed to explode from the wound, mimicking the
flow of poison from Ruby’s mouth. Her father fell to the floor,
gurgling on blood and gasping for air through the crimson
fluid.

Ruby started to make her way across the room
toward her sister and dying father, but several guards moved
between her and her goal. She watched from a distance, unable to
change the course of events, as her father slowly succumbed to the
wound.

“What have you done, Leina?” Ruby asked,
dark, oily tears streaking from the corners of her eyes and meeting
the poison from her mouth.

Her sister ignored the question, impudently
replying with her own. “Why aren’t you dead?” she pouted.

Ruby did not answer, still staring in
disbelief at her dead mother and father lying in front of their
throne. From behind a pillar crept another figure, clothed in a
long, dark robe with an overhanging hood and a simple white mask
disguising his face. He had his hands folded behind his back, but
as he approached Leina, joining her at her side, he raised a hand
and placed it on her shoulder. The hand was craggy, dusty red and
ended with thick, cracked fingers filed into sharp tips.

At his touch, Leina looked up to him with a
gleeful smile and asked, “Have I done well, my master?”

“Very well, my little flower,” he replied in
a deep, booming voice. “But you have one left to dispose of.”

“Yes, my master” she said with a nod. Looking
to the guards between her and Ruby, she ordered them, “Kill her! My
sister has been ever so wicked!”

Ruby’s mind had been growing darker with each
passing moment since the poison had infected her. With the
catalytic event of her father’s death at the hands of her sister,
the princess felt everything drift away. Before any of the guards
could react, Ruby lunged forward with her poisoned dagger in hand.
The blade penetrated one of the men’s gut, infecting him with the
noxious fluid. He fell back with her on top of him, and Ruby’s
momentum carried her forward. She performed a somersault, as he
landed on the stone floor, and the princess sprinted toward the
robed man, knowing him to be responsible for all the foul deeds
that had been perpetrated that day. Her vengeance was not fated to
be fulfilled for some time, however, as the robed man raised his
craggy hand, palm toward her, and Ruby disappeared in a cloud of
ash and smoke.


Chapter 2. A Hands on Experience

 “You’re not dead,” a deep, raspy but
somehow altogether alluring woman’s voice informed her. The sound
seemed to echo and reverberate from some perfect adjustment of
acoustics, making the voice even more interesting. She felt like in
a dream, but she was aware enough to know that wasn’t true.

Ruby jolted back into consciousness, opening
her eyes and raising herself up from a lying position. She was full
of that sensation you have when you think you’ve woken late and
missed something - her whole body was tingling with energy. Looking
around, she saw that the entire area was a completely unfiltered
bright white and was blinding. In every direction, she could see
nothing but white. She squinted her eyes and covered them with the
inside nook of her elbow, attempting to allow them to adjust to the
intense luminance. She managed to stand and then tried to find the
source of the voice, ultimately turning around and finding the
fuzzy outline of the feet and legs of the woman who had spoken.

“I suppose it is a bit bright in here,” she
went on. “You’ll adjust in a moment.”

“Who are you?” the princess asked, still
struggling to see who she was talking to.

“That doesn’t matter,” the woman replied.

“Doesn’t matter? What do you mean?”

“Names are so fleeting, my sweet.”

“But I must know who I am talking to.”

After a light sigh, the woman said, “Very
well then, if you must have a name, how about this? If you are
Ruby, I’ll be Scarlett.”

“You know my name?”

“I know much about you, princess.”

Ruby’s eyes finally began to adjust to the
bright white of the place she found herself in, and she got her
first glimpse of the woman who declared herself to be Scarlett.
Without a doubt, Ruby had never seen a woman more beautiful than
the one standing before her. She had long orange hair that ended in
curled ringlets at her chest and shoulders. Her face was much
younger than her voice would have indicated - smooth, delicate, and
instantly appealing to the young princess. Her eyes were an
unnatural red color, and orange eye shadow was heavily layered
above them. Covering her beautiful, full lips was a deep crimson
color, only somewhat more vibrant than the warm flush of her
cheeks. Protruding out from her hair was a pair of horns not unlike
that of a ram, but somehow they didn’t detract from her beauty and
actually made her more appealing to Ruby in an enigmatic sort of
way.

The young princess, due to the sheer amount
of skin that was uncovered and lay bare, could only describe
Scarlett’s dress as unconventional. She had seen nothing like it
before, and this woman was certainly cut from a whole different
cloth. The black dress she wore was form fitted to Scarlett’s every
voluptuous curve. The neckline dropped down to between her breasts
exposing an ample amount of cleavage, and the bottom of the skirt
ended abruptly just below her hips, showing her long, slender legs.
Petals like that of a flower sprouted out from the midsection of
the dress, falling down, but adding no more cover to Scarlett’s
skin. From the hem of the skirt down to just above her ankles,
there was nothing but her soft, pink flesh. Her tall, heeled, black
shoes were a combination of lace, leather, and a polished silver
metal. A ribbon traced through the metal hoops, lacing up from the
pointed toe of the shoe all the way to the top where it was
accented with a delicate bow.

Caught off guard by her attraction to this
strange woman, Ruby found herself unable to choose any appropriate
words to continue the conversation. Scarlett acted as though she
were keenly aware of the princess’ attraction, eyeing her up and
down ravenously, before moving forward and taking advantage of it.
She began to walk around Ruby, tenderly rubbing her fingertips
against the exposed skin of the princess’ arm.

“Your next question, Ruby,” Scarlett
insisted, making a return to the princess’ front.

“Oh, yes,” she said, awaking from her
temporary daze. Her thoughts turned to her location. It hadn’t been
a trick of her adjusting eyes. There truly was only white in every
direction. “Where am I? What is this place?”

“Two questions,” the horned woman replied
with a smile. “But I suppose they lead to the same answer.”
Twirling around and extending her arms upright, Scarlett showed
Ruby her objectless surroundings. “Think of this as a temporary
holding pen. It is a step out of time and space, inconsistent with
your world but not quite reaching the next. It is between here and
there but nowhere along the path. It is everything and nothing.”
She paused and looked back to the princess. “Ignoring all of that
utter nonsense though, this is a transition realm that you will not
stay in for very long, as you are reallocated to your next
location.” Scarlett then approached Ruby and whispered sweetly in
her ear, “And in case you’re wondering… we’re completely alone in
here.”

“Why would that matter?” Ruby asked,
flustered and embarrassed by her attraction to the alluring
woman.

Scarlett just smiled. After a pause, she
added, “You seem not to have taken notice yet.”

“Of what?”

The horned woman raised an eyebrow. “The
poison.”

Scarlett was right. Ruby raised a hand to her
lips. No longer was the poison pouring forth from her mouth in
uncontrollable amounts.

“What stopped it?” the princess asked.

“This place,” Scarlett told her. Raising her
hand to Ruby’s face, the horned woman gently rubbed her chin. The
built up muck and grime from the ever-flowing poison was gone.
“This cessation is only temporary though, just like your time
here.”

The princess raised a hand to inspect the now
clean surface. “How did you do that?”

“That doesn’t matter. Find another question
that does, my sweet princess.”

Ruby thought for a moment. She was very
confused by this place, how exactly she had got there, or what was
to come next. “You said I’m not dead.”

“Yes.” Scarlett smiled.

“And that this place is temporary.”

“Yes.” A bigger smile.

“So that means I’m going somewhere after
being here.”

“Yes.” There was a keen glint in her
eyes.

“Where am I going?”

Scarlett seemed quite pleased by the question
and eagerly replied, “The Abyss. I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

Indeed, Ruby knew of it. The Abyss was a
region of her kingdom that was desolate, dangerous, and full of
death. The air was noxious and carried with it a thick miasma. The
water had long since turned to muck and poison. The soil was
rotten, and anything that grew out from the earth was toxic. In
short, the region was uninhabitable.

“But I’ll die there,” Ruby objected.

Scarlett smiled and once again approached the
princess. She put her hand on Ruby’s shoulder and traced around
behind her. She then pressed up against Ruby’s back, wrapping her
arms around the princess’ midsection and chest, hugging her
tightly. Whispering in Ruby’s ear, Scarlett said, “You’re the
poison princess. You’re immune to the venom held within that
place.”

The horned woman did not release Ruby from
her embrace, and the princess realized that she did not want her to
either. Her scent was mesmerizing, reminding Ruby of the
strawberries she loved so much.  Eventually, through the
aromatic haze, she managed to find another pair of questions. “How
is it that I have come to this place? And why am I going to the
Abyss?”

Scarlett nuzzled against Ruby’s cheek and
released a soft sort of moan. Her hands began to wander on the
princess’ body, caressing her, as she answered. “The craggy hand
man. He had to dispose of you. Would have killed you outright if he
could, but he doesn’t have enough power yet. He underestimated you
when he sent you to the Abyss. You’re stronger than he can imagine,
my princess.”

“What is he? What is he doing to my sister?”
Ruby asked. She forced herself to lightly remove Scarlett’s hands
and turned to face her.

“He is a symbiotic demon of the nether
realm,” Scarlett said, taking a step back. Her red eyes changed
from alluring to saddened. “He is using her to breach your world
and grow in strength.”

“Why? Why would he do that?”

“I’m sorry. That doesn’t matter.”

“How can that not matter? He’s corrupted my
sister. Why has he done this?”

“Knowing his motives will not change your
actions. Knowing how will.”

“Then how? How has he done this to
Leina?”

“Every symbiote works differently. The one
infecting your sister approached her as a friend.”

“A friend? What does that mean?”

“When you were a child, did you never dream
up an imaginary friend?” Scarlett asked. “Leina did. She dreamt up
a man in a mask with a craggy hand. For years, he has been
infesting your sister’s mind. Only recently was his strength to a
point that he could take a true form.” Scarlett paused for a
moment. “You may not be able to save her. He is a necrosis
stripping away the layers of her mind and soul. It may be too
late.”

“I will save my sister,” Ruby said
resolutely.

“Perhaps, but not like this. If you approach
him again, he will have the power to destroy you outright.”

“Then how do I stop him? How do I free
Leina?”

“You must first understand what you are
capable of. You must understand what has happened to you.”

Ruby did not know how long it had been since
Scarlett’s last touch, but she felt like she now needed it. She
felt addicted to it. Everything seemed to fade away, but her desire
for this strange woman’s touched buzzed aggressively in her
mind.

“What is it that you have done to me?”

Scarlett approached the princess once again,
this time wrapping one arm around to the small of her back and the
other at the base of her neck and playing with the strands of hair
there. Leaning forward, the horned woman softly nibbled on Ruby’s
earlobe. “That doesn’t matter. What matters is - do you like
it?”

The princess couldn’t help herself. She
moaned softly and then replied, “Yes.”

“Mmm. I know, my sweet. Now… Ask me what the
wizard did.”

“What did Durin do to me?”

“The wizard attempted to save you,” Scarlett
replied. The horned woman’s hands at Ruby’s back began to untie the
string of her dress. The princess did not object.

“But what else? Why am I like this now?” She
found her own arms now wrapped around Scarlett and that her fingers
were slowly exploring the woman’s body.

“While the wizard was alive and could control
the spell, he was focusing it to bring the poison out of you. In
death, the effects of the spell became more… chaotic.”

Ruby raised her head upward, closing her
eyes. Scarlett continued to untie the string at the princess’ back,
but she had also begun to tenderly kiss her neck.

“What is it doing to me?” the princess
asked.

“The spell is bringing forth everything dark
and hidden from within you. Some of that is certainly physical, but
it isn’t just about pulling the poison from your body. Every secret
desire, repressed thought, and ill will you’ve ever harbored is
being pressed to the forefront of your mind.”

The strings at her back were now undone.
Scarlett bent down to the ground, ruffling the hem of Ruby’s skirt
in her palms. Standing up, she pulled the dress up with her and
over the princess’ eagerly raised and outstretched arms. The
beautiful horned woman carelessly tossed aside the dress, and the
princess was left standing there in only her simple, thin, white
chemise.

“How do I stop it?” Ruby asked, looking into
the crimson red eyes of the horned woman.

“You don’t. You embrace it.”

That wasn’t enough for her and she began to
object, “But--”

Scarlett raised a single finger to the
princess’ lips. “We don’t have much longer, my sweet princess,”
Scarlett said. The finger fell from Ruby’s lips, down her chin, and
to her chest, where the horned woman placed her palm tenderly
against the princess’ skin, just over her heart. She continued,
“Let’s take full advantage of what time we do have together,
Ruby.”

Hearing her name roll off Scarlett’s tongue
made the princess feel delirious in her sudden fervor for this
woman. Ruby embraced the woman, pulling her close and kissing her
as though she wanted nothing else. The horned woman even tasted of
strawberries. It was almost maddening how perfect Scarlett seemed
to be to each of her senses, but before she could uncover any more;
her time in the transitional realm was expended.


Chapter 3. Abyssal Imps


Ruby awoke feeling extraordinarily confused by her experience. The
poison continued to leak forth from her mouth, as it had back in
the castle, and she found herself in a grey and green colored
marsh. Everything that had transpired between the castle and where
she currently was seemed as though it were something from a fevered
dream. She suspected that was not the truth of it, however.

Scarlett had felt all too real even though
the princess’ attraction to her had come as a strange surprise.
She’d never before found herself interested in a woman like that,
and outside of Scarlett’s presence, Ruby had difficulty defining
what it had been that made her so passionate toward the horned
woman. In her absence, the princess could still feel the woman’s
fingers, lips, and tongue on her body. She felt connected to her
through some unseen force, tethered somehow, and still desired more
of the woman’s touch despite herself.

If what Scarlett had told Ruby was correct
then she realized that the marsh she was in was actually the Abyss.
She had never been there before, having only heard stories about
it. Dreary grey skies overhead clouded all sunlight, the marsh had
no sound of life, and seated in the muck, the princess was
partially submerged in the noxious liquid that made up much of the
region. She struggled to stand, her yellow dress now stained with
the green sludge of the Abyss in addition to the poison oozing
forth from her mouth.

Ruby recalled Scarlett had relieved her of
her dress in that strange white realm, but she had no memory for
how it got back on at all. The experience made little sense to her.
Opting to ignore whatever had transpired, Ruby focused instead on
what she knew for certain. A foul creature had corrupted her little
sister, and it was up to her to save Leina as well as the rest of
her kingdom.

The princess’ first goal, however, would be
to escape the Abyss. Scarlett had mentioned that Ruby would be
immune to the effects of the noxious region, but she was not eager
to test that information. Looking around, she tried to decide which
way she should travel. She knew that the Abyss was southeast of the
castle, but the thick grey haze prevented her from spotting the
location of the sun to determine which direction she needed to go.
Ruby wasn’t even certain what time of day it was or even if the sun
were truly out. Days could have passed since she was in the castle
for all she knew. With no sun and no stars to guide her way, she
had to simply guess at which direction to travel.

Everything around her looked so similar that
she had no inclination whatsoever about which way to go. Everywhere
she looked, she saw green sludge, grey skies, and the occasional
brown of a mangled and gnarled tree protruding from the slime.
However Ruby had come to this place, she had landed near one such
tree. No leaves hung from its limbs, and it bared no fruit. There
were seemingly no distinguishing marks in its bark or structure. To
help her have a central point, Ruby scoured the ground for a sharp
rock. She wasn’t certain what had happened to the dagger she had
back in the castle, but it seemed to be gone now. Eventually, the
princess found a rock that would work for her purposes. Picking it
up, Ruby took the rock to the tree trunk and scratched into the
soft bark. Walking around the base of the tree, she traced a simple
line across it to mark this as her origin point.

Randomly choosing a direction, Ruby started
to walk through the sludge, hoping to have guessed correctly. The
slop of the green goop made slapping noises as her shoes hit the
surface and then burping sounds, as they sunk into the mire. The
cold, wet fluid went up to just above her ankles, not deep enough
to get her feet stuck in but enough to make picking each foot up a
challenge. She felt strangely rejuvenated in that place though, so
she never really tired or lost her energy.

As she traveled, the thickness of the fog
grew the further she went, and after a while, she became certain
that she had been turned around along the way. She inspected each
tree she passed to ascertain whether she had accidentally doubled
back anywhere, but her direction seemed true. Following the
reputation that the Abyss had acquired, Ruby saw no living thing.
The trees were the only sign that life had ever existed there, but
the malignant sickness of the land had long since killed them.
 They only remained erect from lack of intervention. There was
no wind, no sound, and no change in color, texture, or smell.
Everything she saw was painted from the same palette, as if
everything had come from a stock source. The only unique images in
the whole region were from herself. The once vibrant yellow dress
was the most colorful thing in all of the Abyss, as she had seen
it, but its color was fading with every passing moment. The grimy
fog itself seemed to coat her in its greyness, seeking to snuff out
all that was not muted and gloomy.

The lack of evidence for the passage of time
began to madden her. Ruby had no idea how long she had been
wandering. All she knew was that despite having not eaten since the
night before her poisoning, the princess was not hungry in the
slightest. She had not tired since her journey from that marked
tree began. Not once had she been forced to stop to relieve herself
either. Whatever chaotic spell had altered her, there was clearly
still more for her to discover. The effects did not end with the
purple goop spilling forth from her mouth.

Given nothing but time to think, Ruby’s mind
wandered to what Scarlett had said about uncovering all that she
was capable of. About how she would need to learn what the spell
had done to her, if she were to have any hope of stopping the
craggy hand demon. With the unnatural fluid leaking from her mouth,
Ruby knew she had to investigate what it was. Making a bowl shape
with her hands and holding it to her mouth, the princess spit some
of the substance into her cupped palms.

Some foreign instinct hidden at the back of
her head shoved its way forward, and Ruby knew what to do with this
goop. As though she were molding clay, the princess worked it in
her hands and through her fingers, watching it both harden and
begin to come to a specific shape. Spitting more into her hands,
she added to its size and watched as its form was slowly completed.
The molded purplish poison dried black and came to look like an
impish creature not more than a foot tall. Ruby held her creation
out from her, as the inanimate construct somehow found life within
itself.

The princess had no fear of what she had just
created. Though she couldn’t say that she’d consciously meant to
mold the poison into the imp, everything about it felt completely
normal, natural, and right. The venom that composed its skin
continuously dripped downward mimicking the liquid from Ruby’s
mouth. Two eyes opened and blinked several times, as it looked up
at the princess, seemingly acknowledging her as its creator. A line
tore across its little head, forming a mouth, and each corner
twisted and curled into a wicked little grin. A pair of floppy
black ears carved themselves out of the sludge, falling limply to
either side of its head. The imp’s body was pudgy, and it had a
distended belly hanging out sloppily in front of it. Thin, lithe,
little arms ended in clumpy, fat fingered hands, while its
similarly shaped legs ended in simple, rounded stumps. It didn’t
seem to mind its crude form one bit, and the princess thought
despite what she had made this strange creature from, it was
actually quite cute in its own way.

Ruby looked into its eyes, and she almost
felt like she was looking at a reflection. She knew that her mind
had been in part transferred to the imp’s consciousness. She could
give it orders. She could use it to find her way out of that bog of
miasma.

“Can you understand me?” the princess asked
of the imp.

It cocked its head to the side, unfolded one
of its ears, and wore an expression indicating that it was a bit
surprised to hear her say anything.

She repeated the question. “Can you
understand me?”

The imp nodded its pudgy little head in
response, further increasing the swirling curls at the corners of
its mouth.

“Good,” she said. “Can you find the way out
of this place?”

Once again, the little imp nodded and then
jumped from her hands, plopping in the swampy water of the ground.
Though it was almost completely submerged in the muck, the imp
began to wade off in another direction. Ruby watched, as her
creation made its way out from her sight. Concentrating on the
little thing, the princess felt a connection to her imp. If she
strained enough, she could see through its eyes and know what it
knew. It could work, she told herself.

Ruby crossed her legs and sat down in the
muck, unphased by the disgusting fluid now, as she set to work on
creating more of the little imps. Secreting the ooze into her hands
once more, the princess’ second attempt resulted in a similar
creation as the first. This second imp differed in that it was
somewhat taller. She hoped that with that extra height, it might be
able to better search through the swampy region. This creation also
had come out with only one eye for some reason, but it seemed
enough to do the job she needed it for. The ears were perked up
more, and it paid her a bit more attention as well. Ruby issued it
the same instructions, pointing out a different direction for it to
travel in. Again, this one happily plodded off with its orders.

With her third attempt, Ruby put more energy
into the creation, trying to make it smarter and hopefully more
useful. The first two had quasi-hardened into a sludgy, black
shell, but the third’s color was simply a dark purple hue. Also,
this imp was unique with its long tail swaying playfully behind it.
This one was tall like the second, had the distended belly of the
first, and had acquired the same wicked smile with swirling curls
at each corner that all three shared. Its eyes seemed almost
catlike. Clever even. She believed that she had succeeded in a
notable improvement upon the former two.

“Find the way out of this bog,” she ordered
the purple imp.

This little creation, however, defied her
will. It folded its arms across its chest, closed its eyes,
snobbishly raised its head, looking away, and released a muffled
little response, “Hmph!”

“What?” she asked it. “Do as I say.”

The imp did not budge.

Ruby found this to be unacceptable. “Fine,”
she said.

She offloaded the imp to her left palm and
then used the right to swat down on the imp, clapping her hands
together. The purple imp proved too quick for her and leapt out of
the way before she could crush it. It landed in the water with a
splash and looked up at her with a defiant little smile, sticking a
tongue out from its mouth. At that moment, Ruby realized that she
had made this one too smart for her to control. This imp had too
great of an intellect and had formed a sense of self.

“Well?” the princess asked it. “If you’re not
going to help look, what good are you?”

The purple imp lazily shrugged its shoulders
and yawned. Ruby rolled her eyes, as the fat, little thing sat down
in the muck and leaned against a large rock to relax. Ignoring it,
the princess returned to her efforts of creating willing helpers to
search the muck for her exit. She made the following imps much
dumber than the purple one, preferring to have something much more
malleable and without its own ideas and opinions. After some time,
Ruby had created more than a dozen different poison constructs of
varying sizes and features to search the Abyss for her.

She reached a point that she felt she had
enough eyes dispersed throughout the swamp. Closing her own eyes,
Ruby began to switch between each of the imps to search for
anything that would help her escape. Flipping through each of their
minds and visions, Ruby recalled the stories she had heard when she
was younger. There were many tales involving the Abyss, but there
was one common thread running through each of them. Every story
insisted that there was some secret treasure or power at the very
center of the poisoned land. Each tale varied in what that specific
item was, but there was always something to be claimed. Whether it
was the source of the blight or that the blight was set in place to
protect the treasure was up for debate. Ruby considered these
stories. As a child, she had thought them interesting, but she had
never taken them seriously. Now that she was trapped inside and
growing more confident that she was indeed immune to its toxins, as
Scarlett had said, the princess grew more intrigued by the prospect
of this treasure. If she were to defeat this craggy hand demon,
Ruby knew she was going to need great power.

As she looked through each of her imps, the
princess changed her focus from finding an exit from the Abyss to
finding the treasure hidden within its murky vastness. Some of them
had passed by the marked tree where she’d started, but she wasn’t
certain how far the others had traveled. After gazing through each
of the poison constructs’ eyes several times over, Ruby finally
found something she deemed worth investigating. A squat little imp
with three oversized eyes had found a cave in the middle of
nowhere. The cavern simply appeared as a small and almost
insignificant mound in the flat ground with a large hole leading
down. Ordering the imp to look down inside, Ruby peered into the
black void tunneling into the earth’s depths. There was little to
see, as the lack of light prevented her from seeing very far, but
she wanted whatever was down there.

The princess returned to her own mind and
ordered each of her little creatures to converge on that point.
Standing, she looked down at the disobedient purple imp, and it
looked up at her.

Leaning down, Ruby held her hand out for it
to climb on, and she said, “Well. Come on, then.”


Chapter 4. Darker Depths


Ruby arrived at the tunnel having no idea how much time had passed.
The sky overhead still looked just as nebulous as ever. On her
shoulder sat the impudent little purple imp, too lazy to have
walked itself there. The majority of her other creations had
already arrived at the entrance to the cavern and were assembled in
a group, waiting for her. In the muck of the swamp, they
communicated to one another in wild, sweeping gestures and
dramatic, energetic facial expressions. Small-scale brawls had
broken out among a few of them, but they stood to attention like
obedient little soldiers, as the princess joined them.

Walking to the mouth of the cave, Ruby peered
down into its depths. Her own eyes fared no better in seeing into
the cavern, as it very quickly and steeply descended into darkness.
Turning back to her assembled collection of impish blobs of poison,
Ruby picked one up at random and carelessly chucked it into the
wide hole. This new development startled the other imps, but they
were too dimwitted and dependent to do anything about it.

The thrown imp made a sort of wailing scream,
as it descended down through the depths, bouncing off sharp rocks
and losing its loosely congealed form along the way. Each landing
included a squishy, gooey sound, as it splatted against the cave
rocks, plummeting ever downward. She tried to focus on its mind on
the journey downward in an attempt to understand and map the path.
The imp felt no pain from what she could discern, but it was more
than a little disoriented by the tumble. Everything it saw was
utter blackness, and the only sound was its own clumsy cries. As it
got deeper, the rocks started to get wet. In the distance, Ruby
thought she could even hear the trickle of an underground
stream.

Eventually, the imp landed with a splat and
stopped after a little roll. Its vision was blurred and spinning,
but through its eyes, Ruby could see the tunnel. At its base, a
series of enormous, luminescent mushrooms illuminated the cavern a
soft, yellow-orange color. Their tops were speckled in little,
yellow spots, and their stalks were thin and looked likely to break
in half from their own weight at any moment. From where the imp had
landed, Ruby couldn’t make out much more, and the little thing
seemed incapable of moving around much, having lost most of its
form in the fall.

While Ruby didn’t see any treasure at the
base of the tunnel, she did concede that it was worth investigating
further. Placing one hand to the side of the tunnel and lifting the
hem of her skirt off the ground with the other, Ruby carefully
chose her footholds, as she began her descent into the darkness of
the cavern. The purple imp at her shoulder tightly gripped the
fabric of her dress in an attempt to prevent it from falling.
Behind her came the obedient but clumsy black imps. The princess
moved at a slow pace, while the poison constructs were less deft in
their steps. One by one, they tumbled past her, giving her pause
each time. She tried to use their mistakes to further illustrate
her mental image of the tunnel downward, but it was difficult
without proper light. The spell that had made her this way had
changed her a great deal, but somehow Ruby still suspected that she
was quite mortal. A misstep or slip could have easily led to her
death in that dark, dreary place.

Before long, Ruby couldn’t even see the light
from the entrance of the cavern behind her. Looking to where she
had to assume led back to the surface, the princess only saw more
black. Soon afterward, she realized that all of her imps had
already slipped and fallen through the cave system. She had nothing
left to help her except the standoffish purple one, and despite its
rude nature, she realized she had developed a soft spot for it. She
didn’t want to toss it like she would have the mindless ones. Ruby
considered taking a moment to create more of them, but she was too
afraid to remove her hand from the wall, fearing that if she did,
she would lose her place and be lost in the depths. Instead, she
simply carried on, using the wall as guidance and testing her
footholds before putting all her weight down. This made the journey
long and her mind, understandably, began to wander.

The princess imagined what possible treasure
could be concealed within the depths. She had never had a greed for
possessions of any sort before, but she found herself quite eager
to obtain whatever was hidden down there. Whether it was simply a
valuable item or something that she could wield against the craggy
hand demon to satisfy her wrath, Ruby didn’t care. Her need for it
grew with each step in the darkness.

The sensation was nearly overwhelming. Ruby
began to realize that there was truth to what Scarlett had told
her. Her hidden desires were being brought to the surface and
changing who she was. Since the spell had been cast, Ruby had
killed four men, lusted after what she could only imagine was a
demon from the nether realm, grown to hate another, and now craved
power and possessions. The princess could hardly recognize what she
was turning into.

With her mind wandering, Ruby lost track of
time, and she grew more fearful of what she would become if she
didn’t get a handle on her changes. Her breath quickened, as did
her pace. She wanted to be free of the depths, and she became
careless with her steps. The princess chose a loose rock, and her
foot slipped forward. She stumbled but managed to fall backward
rather than forward, thinking that she would be safer that way.
Unfortunately, that was not the case, as Ruby had reached the rocks
that were damp and therefore slippery. Landing hard on her
backside, the princess slid forward, eventually hitting another
crop of craggy and uneven rocks. With the speed at which she found
herself traveling, she was launched into the air, and when she once
again hit the ground of the steep cave, she began to roll. Tumbling
through the rocky outcroppings of earth, Ruby slammed against
jagged edges and hard flat surfaces. Through the terror and agony,
she thought she heard the breaking of bones, and she could feel
some of the rocks penetrate, slash, and tear open her skin. Before
she blacked out from the terrible pain, an idle thought ran through
her head about what had happened to the purple imp that had
previously rested on her shoulder.

Her eyes opened to see a trail of poison
leaking far away from her mouth, stretching out into the dimly lit
cave. The substance ended in a large puddle that had grown
substantially since she was knocked out from the fall. Every inch
of her body ached in pain, but she knew that she must have broken
her ribs on the way down. Every wheezing breath ended with a
terrible pressure and what felt like a knife jutting into her
chest. The princess knew nothing of how to bind such a wound, nor
did she feel she had the energy to even stand.

Groaning, Ruby looked around, where she saw
the outlandish, glowing mushrooms of the subterranean tunnels first
hand. There was a comfort in seeing again. What she didn’t see,
however, was all of her imps, black or purple. They were simply
gone. She didn’t have the energy to try to connect with them and
see through their eyes, so the princess simply assumed that she was
once again alone.

Ruby believed that she had passed out once
more, when she felt that time had slipped away from her. She was
awake for the moment though, and she needed to act. She would not
give up despite her horrendous pain. Her thoughts drifted to Leina.
Her sister still needed her help, and she would not let her down.
Bracing her arms against the cold, wet surface of the ebony rocks,
Ruby winced but ultimately managed to lift herself partially
upright, resting on her battered and tender knees.

Looking beneath her, the princess realized
what had happened to all of the black imps that she had created.
During her tumble, they had all grouped together to form a softer
surface at the bottom, which she had landed on. They had broken her
fall and possibly saved her life. What happened to her disobedient
purple imp was still uncertain though, as she saw no sign of it
underneath her or anywhere nearby.

Unable to ignore the pain from the pressure
on her knees, the princess next forced herself to stand. Leaning
against the nearby wall, she used it as leverage, and upon raising
herself up, her head went dizzy. She nearly fell again from the
effect, but the princess held steady. Ruby then took the time to
examine her wounds. Scrapes and bruises, both small and large,
littered her arms and legs, but none of them worried her like the
broken ribs. Leaking from each of her cuts was a trace sampling of
her blood, but mostly they were full of more of the poisonous
substance. Ruby had no idea whether that was a good sign or
not.

The princess started to feel as though she
might pass out again from the pain in her chest or at the very
least throw up. The thought occurred to her that she might not even
be possible of retching anymore. Gently placing one hand just below
her ribs and using the other to brace herself against the rocky
wall, Ruby began to move. Whatever was down there had to be worth
it. When she had started down the steep tunnel, she hadn’t even
considered that she would have to make it back up after she’d found
what she was after. Now, it was all she thought about. She felt
doomed by her shortsighted avarice.

Regardless, she had no choice but to move
forward through the cavern. Leaning her shoulder against the rocky
wall, she left a separate trail of her injuries along it - one that
was distinct from the poison spewed along the cave floor because of
this new one’s red tinge. Each step was a crucible, testing her
resolve and determining how much she could endure. Her chest
trembled in pain at every breath, and she knew it was only a matter
of time before it all became too much.

The path ahead of her was distorted and
twisting; or rather, that was how her disoriented eyes saw it. Her
head pounded loudly between her ears, throbbing in protest to what
the rest of her body was experiencing. Ruby soon came to an opening
in the wall, but didn’t realize it. Leaning against the rocks, she
slipped into the chamber and fell to the floor when her shoulder
met with the gap. She released a soft groan, as she splattered her
poison and blood onto the hard ground.

Her eyes were fuzzy, but she looked up to
find a strange sight. The chamber itself appeared to be moving in a
writhing, twisting knot. Ruby forced herself to stand, and she
cautiously approached one of the undulating sections. Every step
toward it increased the temperature, as it seemed to be giving off
immense heat. Raising her hand to inspect it, only too late did the
princess realize what she was seeing in the dim light of the
underground chamber. Her fingers felt the scaly surface of an
enormous serpent, coiled and sleeping far below the earth. Ruby’s
touch roused it from its slumber, and it rigidly snapped to
attention. The serpent’s body slapped her away, and the princess
slammed into the wall of the cave.


Chapter 5. The Serpent and the Fruit

 Ruby recalled her history lessons
growing up. Some of her teachers had focused on hard facts and
figures, but a man named Art had taught her history lessons,
including the stories of her kingdom and the world at whole. He was
a rather eccentric figure that really just liked to weave tales, so
the young princess sometimes had difficulty distinguishing the
truths of history from the exaggerated yarns of folklore. One
specific story had been about a giant snake called Sythys.

Sythys had been a mighty serpent that had
collected powerful treasures and artifacts, hoarding them in the
region that was now Lavidia. Ruby’s ancestors, who were at the time
led by Lavidia’s eventual first king, Cyrus, came to the land,
fleeing the tyrannical empire to the east, wishing to settle there.
At the time, their people were living in the region that Ruby now
found herself, the Abyss. In those days, however, it was not a sick
and wasted land. The region was not as lush or livable as what the
great serpent had claimed, and so Sythys and the princess’
ancestors quickly came into conflict with one another. After
warring for some time, it became clear that Cyrus and his people
could not best Sythys in combat.

The future king changed his tactic. During
their time in that land, Cyrus’ people had found that there was a
strange fruit, which came to be known as blissroot, which grew in
scarcity beneath the earth. If ingested, the spicy tasting fruit
would cause general elation and bliss to the imbiber, but it was
also exceedingly toxic. Everyone who had eaten it died shortly
thereafter. The blissroot was not only dangerous if ingested
though. It also released a strange gas when plucked from the
ground. Though not deadly in small amounts, the more the fruit was
removed from the earth, the more the gas would spread and
contaminate the nearby wildlife. Given this knowledge, Cyrus came
up with the plan to make peace with the giant serpent, offering it
a gift of the poisonous and more importantly, addictive, fruit.

Sythys met with the future king and humbly
accepted their surrender as well as the peace token. Fearing that
the serpent would not eat the blissroot on its own, Cyrus had a
pair of lambs roasted and then drenched in the fruit’s sweet
smelling juices. Ruby’s ancestors watched in anticipation as Sythys
swallowed one of the lambs whole. The serpent’s eyes lit up
instantly, and it strangely cocked its head to the side.

The beast quickly gobbled up the other as
well, and everyone waited for the eventual death that had come for
all the others to eat the blissroot. Cyrus had underestimated the
creature’s physiology though. The toxic fruit did not harm Sythys.
The sense of joy that came with the blissroot, however did affect
him. The serpent demanded to know what the lambs had been coated in
that tasted so sweet. Eagerly, Cyrus showed the serpent to the only
known source of the fruit in the caves below his people’s
homes.

Sythys proceeded to devour all the blissroot
he could find in those dark depths. With each bite, the toxins were
released throughout the land, slowly befouling them into what
existed in Ruby’s time. The serpent dug deeper into the earth,
sussing out more of the fruit and growing more and more addicted to
its spicy taste and the sensation of bliss that came with it.
Having tricked the beast from its home, Ruby’s ancestors left the
now poisoned Abyss for Lavidia. In the serpent’s absence, Cyrus and
his people claimed not only the land as their own, but also all of
Sythys’ treasures. Beneath the castle, an archive was built to
house all of the powerful artifacts that they had stolen from
him.

The story that Ruby had heard had been only
one of many regarding the nature of the Abyss and the origin of her
royal line in Lavidia, but she never would have guessed that to be
the one with truth on its side. It had been far from the most
reasonable, and many scholars seemed to have dismissed it entirely.
Even her teacher, Art, had his reservations about that particular
story. None of that seemed to matter now, as the enormous serpent
stared down at her.

The serpent’s voice snapped Ruby back to
reality. “What isss thisss?” it hissed. “A sssnack for me, yesss,
yesss?”

Ruby groaned and looked up to see the
enormous form of the beast hovering above her and peering down over
her. Its breath was strangely hot on her skin, and extreme heat
seemed to radiate off the serpent’s body unnaturally. The massive
beast slithered eagerly toward her, and the princess could see that
each of its scales were as big as her hands, and they transitioned
in color between dark red and abyssal black in a spiral pattern.
Its eyes were pale, milky white and its forked tongue a soft pink
hue. Horned ridges appeared just behind its eyes, disappearing into
a white mane of hair that streaked down its backside, finally
ending far from its head.

“Who… who are you?” the princess stuttered
from the ground, noticeably shaking. She was either too afraid or
too weak to stand. She wasn’t sure which.

“Sssurely, you’ve heard of me, yesss?” the
serpent replied.

Ruby stared, wide-eyed, at the serpent,
fearing the answer would be the snake of her story, but she shook
her head side to side unable to accept the possibility.

“No?” it asked, mimicking her head movement
at a much larger scale. “How isss that posssible?”

“I don’t… understand. How… how would I know
you?”

“I am feared!” the serpent roared, exposing
its terrifying fangs to the princess. “I am known! I dessstroyed
kingdomsss, yesss!”

Terrified of the enormous creature and
beginning to tremble, Ruby tentatively asked, “Well… what is your…
name?”

“My name, yesss? My name isss Sssythysss! All
know me!”

Dread was all she felt then. How could such a
beast live down there and for so long? “I do know your name, but
it’s… not possible. How long have you been down here?”

“Not long, yesss. I jussst came down to
partake in that ever ssso sssweet delicasssy of the
blisssroot.”

Ruby looked around. The conditions of the
cave proved that Sythys had been there a very long time. Perhaps
the fruit had addled his brain and memory over the years. “...But
that was over five hundred years ago.”

“You lie!” Sythys shouted back at her. “It
hasss only been a ssshort while, yesss. I wasss about to leave.
Return to the sssurfasss. I jussst need one more bite… Yesss, one
more.”

The serpent turned around, scouring the
underground chamber. Soon, it found what it was looking for in a
curved, white fruit hanging part way out of the rocks overhead.
Snapping forward, Sythys grabbed the bottom of the blissroot in his
jaws and slurped the rest into his mouth. Starting at his head and
quickly traveling all the way along his lengthy body, a chill ran
down Sythys’ form. Beginning to recover from the hit she’d suffered
when she was knocked back by the creature, Ruby stood. Her legs
were still shaky, and her ribs bellowed in pain at her. The serpent
then jerked back to face the princess.

“Now… where were we?” Sythys asked.

“You said you were about to leave,” Ruby
replied.

“Yesss, yesss. Sssoon enough. Firssst, I
think we ssshould get to know one another a bit better.”

“What do you want to know?”

“What isss your name?”

“Ruby. I’m Ruby.”

“Ruby, yesss? Good. Good. I ssshould know my
ssslavesss namesss, yesss.”

“Slave? What are you talking about? I’m not
your slave.” The princess felt her trembling cease, as something
hardened in her spine. A cold sensation flooded her body, and she
was still.

“Yesss, yesss. You come from Sssyrusss,
yesss?”

“Cyrus? Yes.”

“Then, yesss. Ruby isss my ssslave. All of
Sssyrusss’ people belong to me. Part of treaty, yesss. You are
mine. My ssslave.”

A dark anger began to rise through the
princess. “I belong to no one.”

“Ssslave, yesss,” the serpent hissed, its
tongue flapping mere inches from her face.

Ruby casually moved both her hands under the
flow of poison from her mouth. As she did, the color of the toxin
turned to a dark blue, though she had made no conscious effort to
create such an effect. Her anger had taken over. Once her hands
were thoroughly soaked in the substance, the princess replied to
the serpent’s assertion. “No.” With both hands, Ruby grabbed the
slithering tongue that was nearly licking her face. The poison
soaked into the pink tongue, staining it a dark blue color in
almost no time at all.

Sythys lurched back, escaping Ruby’s grip,
and he banged his head against the ceiling of the cavern. The cave
echoed the trembling roar of the noise throughout its tunnels. He
howled a hissing scream like a kettle left on the stove for too
long, as the plague infected his tongue. Wildly throwing his head
from side to side, the serpent attempted to cleanse itself of the
plague in its mouth. Its whole body writhed from the pain and
flopped about uselessly. Though the poison had certainly injured
the serpent, Ruby realized it wasn’t enough to put it down. A surge
of adrenaline shot through her system, and she did the only thing
she could think of. She ran. Ignoring the pain in her chest, the
throbbing in her head, and the weakness in her legs, Ruby ran.

The earth deafeningly shook with each bang of
the serpent’s body against the cavern system. In the distance, the
princess could hear chambers collapsing from the ruckus Sythys was
causing. The ground beneath her feet proved hard to navigate, and
the wooziness brought on by her injuries was not helping in the
matter. Ruby moved at the quickest pace she could manage toward
where she had found herself when she regained consciousness.
Escaping back toward the surface was all she knew to do. She
retraced her steps and soon found the dark path leading up, but it
would be for naught.

Pounding against the twisting curves of the
cave behind her slithered the enormous serpent. Each hit against
the walls vibrated the entire structure of the tunnels, and Ruby
was knocked off her feet, landing painfully on her side. Ahead of
her, the princess watched as heavy rubble collapsed and covered her
only exit. There was no way out, but that didn’t matter. She stood
up. She kept moving. Ruby found another path leading away from the
serpent. The princess made it as far as she could, but she was
ultimately met with another dead end. Ruby raised her hands to the
wall, searching desperately for anything to help, but it was not to
be. There was nowhere left for her to run. Behind her, the beast
banged into the walls, taking the same turns she had taken. With
one final slam, Sythys was at her back.

“Ruby isss food now!”

He gave her no respite. The serpent’s fangs
pierced Ruby’s abdomen, injecting incredible amounts of venom
inside her along with the massive wounds. Her body cracked and
snapped from the force of the bite. Her ribs were no longer alone
in their breaks. The beast then unhinged his jaw and began to slide
the immobilized princess down his throat. The insides of Sythys
were warm. The spicy blissroot fruit had made a lasting difference
to the creature, and it felt hot enough that it should burn her
skin at its touch. Instead, Ruby actually felt soothed by the
warmth, as the serpent pushed her further into its long body.

The princess continued to spit up her own
poison, while she realized the contents of the serpent’s body began
to mix with her own secretions. The creature’s toxic laced stomach
acid and her own poison wrapped around her like a cocoon or a warm
womb. Ruby could see nothing, but she knew that the acid as well as
the poison that the snake had injected into her was of no danger to
her. The venomous cocktail embraced her and rejuvenated the injured
princess. She could feel the bruises soften, the cuts and scrapes
mend, the massive holes in her midsection stitch back together, and
though it was beyond excruciating, Ruby felt her broken ribs snap
back into place and harden there. Before long, the princess felt
whole again, but it would do her no good. She was still trapped
inside the beast’s stomach, and Sythys seemed immune to the effects
of poison, having eaten the toxic fruit for centuries. She had
nowhere left to turn, as her mind faded into the darkness.


Chapter 6. Clouded Judgment

 Ruby awoke in her bed in that drafty old
castle that she’d lived in for her whole life. The familiar silk
violet sheets laid on top her, the arched cream ceiling with a
crack stretching across the width of the room was far overhead, and
the rich purple drapes her mother had picked out to match her
sheets covered the windows. The room was exactly as she remembered
it, and the sun was just coming up, piercing where the drapes
separated. She lay on her side and was curled into a ball, enjoying
the warmth afforded to her by the covers and sheets.

The princess remembered the dream she had
been having. A foul demon had corrupted her sister. A spell had
driven all the toxins in her body out of her mouth and all the dark
thoughts to the forefront of her mind. She had been magically
banished to the noxious land called the Abyss, where she had found
a serpent too old to possibly be real. The ancient beast had
swallowed her whole, at which point she’d woken there in the warm,
comforting bed. The dream had been madness. How she could have ever
come up with something so absurd was beyond her.

At that point, Ruby realized that she was
completely naked. She never slept like that. She always wore some
layer, and the princess knew that this couldn’t possibly be real.
The dream had been the truth, and this was the dream. As much as
she wanted to say that this was real, she knew that she couldn’t
whitewash everything that had happened to her away as if it were a
fiction. Turning over to lay on her back, Ruby discovered that she
was not alone in this dream.

The horned woman, Scarlett, was lying next to
her, and when the princess moved to her back, she pressed firmly up
against her. She was just as beautiful as the last time they’d met.
Her orange hair fluttered down to her shoulders, ending in copper
ringlets, and her eyes glinted with that same red glow, accentuated
by the distinct orange eye shadow. The princess could feel the
temptress’ body was quite naked as well. Ruby blushed, as Scarlett
placed both hands, one on top of the other, on the princess’ chest
and then rested her chin on her hands, looking straight into her
eyes.

“Hello, my princess,” the horned woman said
with a smile.

“You again?” Ruby asked, her toes fidgeting
uncomfortably at the other end of the bed.

Scarlett’s eyes examined what she could see
of the princess. “It looks like I don't have to work as hard this
time. Your impressively active imagination has already done the
heavy lifting for me. You dressed for the occasion.”

“I'm naked,” Ruby pointed out, flustered and
blushing.

“I know.” Scarlett smiled, lifting the sheets
and playfully peeking underneath.

Embarrassed, Ruby pressed them down, covering
herself back up. “It's not like I did it on purpose. This is a
dream. I can't control it.”

“Of course you can. You picked this place,
you decided on your very apparent lack of clothes, and then you
invited me to join you in big, bold letters. I’m obliging.” She
winked one of her red eyes.

“I did no such thing.”

Scarlett ignored Ruby’s denial. “I must have
made quite the impression on you, my princess. Want me to do it
again?”

The princess shook her head in protest. She
was going to resist Scarlett this time, or at least that's what she
told herself. “This isn't real. You're not real.”

“This may be just a dream, but that doesn't
stop any of this from being real.” Scarlett slid her hand under the
covers and let it drift down to the princess’ stomach, where her
finger circled Ruby’s bellybutton. “Do you not feel pleasure at my
touch? Do you not quiver with ecstasy? Do you not yearn for more? I
am as real as you let me be. Allow me to show you just how real I
can be to you, my sweet princess.”

Ruby scooted away, to the very farthest edge
of the bed. The bedframe creaked and moaned as she inched away.
“No. This isn’t right.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Scarlett wore her
seductive smile and moved closer to the princess. The bed’s
creaking sound echoed, as the horned demon crawled closer. She
wrapped one leg over Ruby’s midsection, one arm over the princess’
far shoulder, and placed her chest up against Ruby’s.

Ruby struggled to breathe calmly with the
woman’s strawberry aroma filling her nose. She switched to
breathing in and out through her mouth, hoping that might help
relieve her desires. “What do you want from me?”

Scarlett nuzzled her nose against the
princess’ cheek. “That doesn't matter. What matters is what I can
give you.” Her hand slowly drifted down Ruby’s body, rubbing
tenderly against the princess’ skin along the way. Raw pleasure
radiated in tiny explosions from the horned woman’s fingertips.

Ruby tried to move, but her body rebelled.
“Why can't I resist you?”

Scarlett’s hand didn’t stop. “You don't want
to.”

“But… I… do…” Ruby grabbed the horned woman’s
hand by the wrist and prevented it from traveling any further. She
regained some composure. “You're a demon as well, aren't you? Just
like the one corrupting my sister.”

Scarlett’s eyes wandered down, and she had a
pouting expression on her face. The woman looked ashamed. “Not
completely the same, no, but is it so bad that I’m from the nether
realm? Is what I desire so awful? I don't seek to corrupt you as he
has done to your sister.”

“But you do want the same thing that the
craggy hand demon wants?”

“I simply want form in your world. Our
relationship would not change. I would remain yours, my sweet
princess, to do with however you desired.”

Ruby puffed out a breath through her mouth,
clearing the intoxicating and distracting smell that came with the
horned woman’s words. “Why me? Why did you come to me?”

“You are special, my poison princess.”

“Poison princess?” Ruby repeated.

“It’s who you are, and I chose you to help me
escape.”

The princess released Scarlett’s wrist.
“Escape?”

“The nether realm.”

“Why would you want to escape it? Isn’t it
your home?”

Scarlett backed away from Ruby, moving to lay
on her back. “Because it is torture, my princess. There is no form
there. No taste. No touch. No sound. No smell. Nothing whatsoever
to see. Everything exists only in your mind, and nothing feels
real. I want what you have. I want to be free. I want to be allowed
to experience my senses.”

Ruby had never given much thought to the
nether realm before. She had no idea what it was really like.
Everyone was quick to point out that the creatures originating from
there were evil, wanting nothing but to invade Nabiria. For the
first time, the princess considered that this might not be the
entire truth. “If, and I stress if, I were to help you escape, what
would I need to do?”

The horned woman turned back to face Ruby.
Her eyes were wide and hopeful. “You would do that?”

Sternly shaking her head, Ruby replied, “I’m
only saying that I would consider it. What would you need me to
do?”

“I need you to want me.”

Ruby didn’t think that would be any great
challenge. The princess was having incredible difficulty in
resisting the demon’s advances. “I think you’ve proven you can get
me to do that all on your own. I can hardly help myself around
you.”

Scarlett grinned. “No, I need you to want me
in the real world. Did you notice your desire for me faded, when we
last separated?”

“I did. Why was that?”

“I have more power, the closer I am to you.
We are bonded together now. Inseparable if you so choose,
Ruby.”

Yet again, hearing her name roll off of
Scarlett’s tongue melted a part of her brain. After clearing her
mind, Ruby asked, “What would you do if I were to release you?”

The horned woman moved closer once again,
snuggling up beside the princess. “I would be your loyal servant. I
would do whatever you desired.”

“Wouldn’t that just be exchanging one prison
for another?”

Scarlett rested her head on Ruby’s shoulder.
“I wouldn’t mind if it meant that you were my warden.”

The princess started to wonder if she was
growing attached to this beautiful horned demon. She was obviously
attracted to her physically, but Ruby thought there might be more
to it. More than just her apparent lust. The princess wrapped her
arm around Scarlett’s shoulder consolingly, and the horned woman
wrapped her leg over Ruby again.

“How could you help me?” the princess asked.
She decided to be practical.

“I would do anything for you.”

“I understand that, but what specifically can
you offer me?”

“You mean aside from the greatest physical
sensation you have ever experienced?”

Ruby noticeably gulped and then breathed in
and out through her mouth again. “Yes, aside from that.”

“Well,” Scarlett said, one of her fingers
barely caressing the princess’ skin. “As a nether demon, I do
suppose I have access to certain information. I’ve seen things you
might find interesting.”

“Like what?”

Scarlett lightly giggled. “Tit for tat, my
dear sweet princess. I need your help before I can say
anything.”

“Very well. What about my… current condition?
Could you help me with that?”

“You mean the poison?”

“No, I was referring to the serpent slowly
digesting me.”

“Oh. Actually, those two problems overlap in
this instance. You won’t need my help for that.”

“But the creature seems immune to
poison.”

“Not entirely. He’s immune to some poison.
Have you already forgotten how you managed to hurt his tongue?”

“Oh, yeah. How did I do that?”

“Mmm. I forget how new you are to this.
Inexperienced. Naive. Innocent… Arousing.” Scarlett pounced and
climbed atop the princess, straddling her and tossing the sheets
behind her. Ruby immediately covered her chest with her hands, but
the demon seductress felt no such modesty, letting herself lay
bare.

“What are you doing?” the princess
demanded.

Scarlett leaned down on top of Ruby,
caressing her skin with her lips. “You are going to learn to
control it. To control the poison. You don’t need me yet, but you
will. And then, I will gladly come and fulfill your every
desire.”

The princess clenched her eyes shut, trying
to fight her attraction toward Scarlett, and she forced the dream
to slowly fade away.


Chapter 7. The Concoction

 Her mind returned to her body, constricted
inside the enormous serpent but somehow protected by the various
poisons in his system. She could see nothing but complete and utter
blackness. She could hear liquids moving, muscles pushing and
pulling, forcing her body to slide through him, and still the drip
of her own sludge from her mouth. Though the venoms inside him had
healed her, Ruby was barely able to move a finger because of the
tight quarters. His body continued to push her through his gullet,
but it was slow going. The princess feared that by the time he
finished digesting her, she would have succumbed to her
surroundings. She couldn’t imagine the poisons would keep her alive
forever. How she was even managing to breathe was a complete
mystery to her. If she wanted to survive the ordeal, she would have
to do something.

Inside her dream, Scarlett had told her that
she needed to control her poison. Though Ruby didn’t know exactly
what that meant, she did know that the blue-hued venom she’d
created had hurt Sythys once before. With that in mind, she focused
on recreating that specific strain. Without her sight, she couldn’t
tell what type of liquid was coming out from her mouth, so she had
no way of knowing for certain whether it was the same. She
continued in this vein for some time, not having any way to measure
its passage, but there seemed to be no effect from the serpent
despite the incredible amounts of poison she had pumped into his
system.

Ruby thought back to when she’d created the
dark blue poison. He’d called her a slave. It had made her angry,
so very angry. She belonged to no one. No one would tell her what
to do. Everything had happened so quickly. Ruby hadn’t even known
what she was doing. Her mind simply knew what it needed to do, and
the poison reacted based on her needs. Why then couldn’t it react
now? What was she missing? The questions rolled through her head,
before the princess finally realized what the missing component
was. Emotion.

Her anger had helped shaped that blue poison,
and it forced the strange magic that caused the sludge to leak from
her to change in its very nature. With that in mind, Ruby tried to
make herself angry once again -- angry like she had been before.
She thought about being called a slave. Focused on it. She
struggled to move inside the serpent’s body, frustrating herself.
The princess thought about her sister. She thought about what would
happen to the young girl in her absence, what that craggy hand
demon was using her for, what he would make her do, and what he
would ultimately make her into. Ruby would not allow that to
happen. No more, she told herself.

Though she couldn’t see a change, the
princess knew that what was spilling forth from her stained lips
was now different. She had succeeded in creating something new. She
continued to focus on her anger and on her needs of killing the
foul serpent that had swallowed her whole. Her attempts at a new
poison were met with the beast slowly beginning to shake with
little tremors.

Ruby could feel the giant snake writhe in
discomfort. It was working, but she needed more. Her mouth opened
wider, releasing more of the toxic substance, as she tried to fill
every inch of the serpent’s body with her noxious ooze. Sythys’
body constricted and coiled in response to the spreading poison. He
tried to fight against the venom growing inside him, but she did
not offer him any respite. The serpent wildly banged himself
against the rocks of the cave, trying anything to stop the poison
from within, but Ruby held strong. Despite being smashed against
the hard, jagged surfaces, she focused on her anger. She would win
this fight.

The conflict went on for some time, but there
was no end to Ruby’s rage or the poison she held within her.
Eventually, the serpent collapsed and fought back no more. The
walls of her living prison seemed to sigh, and went loose. The
princess was still quite confined inside, but she at least had a
bit of room to move now. She assumed that with the change, the
serpent had finally been killed, and so she tried to let go of her
anger. It was not a task that she found to be simple. She wanted
more. She needed to escape, so that she could find the craggy hand
demon and do the same to him. She wanted to slash and break and
kill. She lost herself in her infinite rage, and it felt so good.
Struggling to free herself only made matters worse, fueling her
anger and frustration at imprisonment. Ruby screamed and howled in
vain.

Then, there was a distracting thump at the
side of her fleshy cell. The confusion washed away much of her
anger, and the thump repeated from the other side of the serpent a
little bit closer. Ruby twisted her body to face where she believed
the sound was emanating from, and she wormed her hand free. She
mimicked the thumping sound as best she could from the beast’s
interior, and it echoed again from the outside. Someone or
something was out there. Maybe they would help free her, though she
couldn’t imagine anything else being alive in that pit.

Sythys had mentioned that all of her people
were his slaves. Was it possible another person had wandered this
far down? She didn’t have any answers, but she would need their
help to escape the serpent’s insides. The thought occurred to her
that it might be something worse than the giant serpent. Whatever
or whoever it was, she would face that challenge when she was out.
She had proven that nothing would stop her, that she could overcome
anything placed in her path.

Ruby thumped again at the inside of the
serpent, and she waited for the echoing response. There was none.
She began to panic. Had they left her? Why had they even made the
noise if they weren’t going to help her? Was it even real? Had she
imagined the whole thing? Was she so desperate to escape that she
had invented her own way out? She struggled once more to free
herself, but the quarters were too tight and far too dark.

A new sound then interrupted her panic. This
one was not a thumping noise, but rather it was quiet, hard for her
to hear. She stopped moving, trying to focus on the sound and
determine what it was. There was a soft noise, like something
scraping against another, but that wasn’t quite it. No, rather Ruby
realized that it was the sound of cutting, tearing. Whoever was
outside the serpent was cutting it open in an attempt to free
her.

The princess tried to wait patiently, but she
needed to be free. After several minutes of the sound, Ruby reached
out toward where she thought it was coming from. Using her fingers
as her eyes, she felt around for any openings. Piercing her nails
through some thin layer of the serpent’s insides, Ruby ripped open
a section big enough for her hands to fit through. She kept pushing
until she found what she thought was the final layer of the
serpent. On the other side of it was freedom.

Ruby felt around for the opening that was
being carved into Sythys. When her fingers met with an uneven
surface, she knew she had found it. She pried her fingers through
the small gash, and a tiny bit of light came through. On the
outside, Ruby heard some of the poison plop through and land on the
rocky ground below. The princess ripped and tore at the opening,
fitting her hands through and pulling it open with all her
strength. Everything was so wet and slippery, and she couldn’t get
a tight grip on anything. More of the toxins oozed out of the hole
that was increasing in size. She kept struggling and eventually
managed to squeeze her arms out of the gash. Ruby received no more
help from the person who’d cut the snake open. This was up to her.
One of her elbows made it to the other side, so she twisted her
arm, locking it against the serpent’s scales. Using it as leverage,
she pulled herself through. Her other arm was completely out now,
and her head was soon to follow. There was too much sludge and
toxins in her eyes to see anything clearly, but she continued
pulling herself out. She plopped to the hard ground in a puddle of
the serpent’s innards, gasping for air. Ruby twisted her body
around, so she was lying on her back, and lastly, she pulled her
foot out from the slit, which had been caught inside. The shoe was
no longer there, having been lost somewhere inside the beast.

The princess lay there, trying to recover her
senses. Her breathing slowly returned to normal, and she started to
feel better. Slop from inside the snake covered her entire body.
The dress was beyond ruined, being covered in blood, varying colors
of her poison, the swamp water of the Abyss, and now all the
disgusting viscera of the serpent. Ruby sat upright and wiped the
muck from her face, so that she could see properly.

Looking around, the princess tried to locate
whoever had helped her. She was completely surprised when she saw
that it was the disobedient little purple imp holding a sharpened
rock. It grinned up at her with the strange little swirling smile
and beady, catlike eyes.

“Maybe you’re not so useless after all,” she
told the purple imp.

It smiled wider, holding itself upright, as
if to congratulate itself.

“Well, I guess you could use a name,” Ruby
said. “Any ideas?”

The purple imp nodded and then took the
sharpened rock toward a puddle of the various poisons and liquids
splayed out on the cavern floor. It dipped the rock into the fluid
and then turned around to a clean bit of the cave. Scraping the
rock along the floor, it proceeded to ink a response to her
question. Turning back to the fluid as needed, the purple imp
eventually finished and pointed to his answer and then to
himself.

“Sniggle?” Ruby read aloud.

The purple imp nodded enthusiastically.

The princess thought the name was quite
strange, but it somehow suited the little poison creature. “Sniggle
it is, then.”

Ruby stood upright and took a moment to
examine herself. Whatever had happened with the poisons, while she
was inside Sythys truly had healed her. The giant wounds from his
fangs were gone, though the holes were still in her dress. Touching
a hand to her chest, she realized that the cracked and battered
ribs felt completely back to normal now. All the cuts, scrapes, and
bruises she’d sustained in her tumble down the tunnel were gone as
well. Her best guess was that whatever that spell had done to her,
now poison was like a restorative potion to her. When the craggy
hand demon sent her to the Abyss, he made a dire mistake. The trip
to such a toxic place had only made her stronger.

As true as that was, however, Ruby was still
trapped far below the ground with no way back to where she’d
entered. Looking down to her pet imp, she asked, “Don’t suppose you
know the way out of here?”

Sniggle shrugged his shoulders
non-committedly.

“Yeah. Figured as much. Come on. Let’s find
our own way out.” Ruby picked the imp up, placing it once again on
her shoulder. The princess kicked off her only remaining shoe, as
they set out to search the underground tunnels.


Chapter 8. Dirty Water

Ruby had been wandering around in the dim
light of the underground cavern for what seemed a very long time,
though she had no way to count its passage. She wanted to say that
it had been days, or maybe even more than a week, but that thought
was too depressing for her to admit to herself. Her excreted poison
marked her trail naturally, and she knew that she was walking in
circles thanks to it. The princess had taken every turn that she
had come across, but they always seemed to lead back to areas she’d
already visited. She was so lost now that she couldn’t even find
her way to where Sythys’ body was or the tunnel leading to the
surface that had collapsed. She didn’t know whether she had made
any progress at all, but for the first time since the chaotic spell
had altered her, Ruby was beginning to get hungry.

Though, she really wasn’t sure that was it.
She thought she was thirsty, hungry, or tired, but nothing sounded
quite right. There hadn’t been much down there to eat though. Aside
from the luminescent mushrooms guiding her path, she’d only seen a
few insects and a pair of frogs. She continued to hear the stream
of water, but it remained maddeningly out of her reach. Earlier,
she had convinced herself that she didn’t need food or water
anymore. Sleep seemed beyond her, despite repeated attempts and
growing exhaustion. When she had been wandering around above in the
Abyss, Ruby didn’t have any of these problems. Maybe the effects of
the spell were starting to wind down, and she was returning to
normal. The princess hoped for that, but she was not so naive that
she thought it could have actually been true.

Her only companion through the rocky
labyrinth was the little, purple imp that had named itself Sniggle,
and he was of little help or solace. It offered no suggestions,
preferring to lazily slumber on her shoulder. Unlike her, it seemed
not to be bothered by the exhaustion over the past days. It needed
no food or water, but it certainly slept enough. She was quite
jealous of that. Her last dream was of the demon Scarlett, and
despite her protests, the princess wouldn’t have minded seeing her
again. Sleep, however, would not come to her, so she walked. She
would find the way out, or she would die searching.

Above ground, in the Abyss, Ruby had used her
poisonous abilities to send out a dozen little sludge-crafted imps
in search of an exit. She’d considered doing that again, but she
felt too weak. Despite that, she’d attempted to create one of the
little creatures, but the toxins wouldn’t harden into anything
useful. She would have to continue forward on her own.

Ruby’s goal had become finding the stream of
water that she could hear somewhere behind the walls. The sick of
the serpent still covered her, and she wished to finally clean it
from her skin and matted hair. Though it wouldn’t matter because of
the poison, she just wanted to be clean for a few minutes before
the secreted sludge ruined it once more. There was one section in a
particular hall that the princess kept coming back to. The water
could be heard the best from there, and she had searched its
corridors repeatedly in vain.

She stood in the middle of that hall, with
her eyes closed, trying to focus on the sound. It swept through the
rocks of the cave. It wasn’t just a small trickle; this was a
full-blown stream. The water was so close. The sound was almost on
top of her. Why then couldn’t she find it? Without moving, she
mapped out the cavern’s twists and turns nearby. Every last
corridor had been explored. A trail of sludge marked each one.

“Where is it?” she shouted, spitting poison
from her mouth and jarring Sniggle from his slumber.

So disoriented was the imp that he managed to
slide off Ruby’s shoulder and into a heaping puddle of her secreted
poison at her feet. He splashed as he landed, and the princess
looked down to realize how long she must have been standing there.
The puddle was so great that it had begun to dribble toward one
wall. The floor sloped, she realized. Sniggle too discovered this,
and it walked toward where the sludge was drifting. The little imp
looked up at Ruby and pointed in that direction.

The princess got down on her knees to see
what it was pointing at. She grinned, when she realized where the
poison was going. Ruby grabbed Sniggle and gave the slime creature
a kiss, before sitting him to the side of the large opening at the
bottom of the cave floor. The wall had jutted out and the light of
the mushrooms had hit the rocks at such an angle that the opening
was obfuscated without being down at the floor’s level. The crevice
was big enough for her to slide through, and that’s exactly what
she did. Ruby didn’t look before she squeezed through; she was too
desperate for escape. It ended up not mattering much, as the other
side proved quite safe for her.

From the new chamber, Ruby reached back
through and snatched Sniggle, placing him back on her shoulder,
where he resumed his nap. The new area of the cave was darker than
where she had previously been, but ahead she could see a patch of
the mushrooms illuminating a slow moving stream. The princess
rushed toward it, eager to get clean after the long time she’d been
forced to wear the serpent’s sick on her skin. She plopped Sniggle
down on the ground and jumped into the waist deep water, not
bothering to remove her dress first.

Ruby submerged herself in the water, running
her hands through her dark hair and untangling the matted strands.
Only coming up for occasional breaths of air, the princess tried to
scrub all of the serpent’s viscera off her skin and clothing as
well. The water was icy and frigid to the touch, but she didn’t
mind at all. She felt good to get the grime off her after all that
time slogging around in it.

The princess felt fresh and good for the
first time, since she’d eaten that poisoned strawberry. The
sensation was doomed to not last too long, as her poison quickly
continued to dribble forth from her mouth. At least it was isolated
to just her own sludge and no longer the snake’s as well, she told
herself.

As good as the impromptu bath made her feel,
Ruby still felt some emptiness inside her. She wasn’t certain that
it was thirst exactly, but she had to start somewhere. Pooling a
bit of the water in her cupped palms, the princess raised it to her
mouth and tried to take a sip despite the dripping poison. Though
she managed to swallow the fresh liquid, it didn’t have the effect
she would’ve hoped for. Rather than replenishing her, the water
instead made her feel sick and worse than she had before the drink.
She felt the liquid come back up, and she retched it out along with
the poison. Ruby couldn’t even swallow water anymore.

The pangs in her gut were yearning for
something else it seemed. Her only other guess was that the
sensation was some twisted version of hunger. She hadn’t seen much
to eat in the caves, but Ruby guessed that near the water was as
good a place as any to find life. The princess pulled herself out
of the water, her dress completely drenched and dripping with water
and the fresh poison spilling down on it.

She started to move forward, but the soaked
gown was so heavy that she thought it would only slow her down.
Stretching her hands around to her backside, Ruby managed to undo
the ties keeping her dress on, and after a time, loosened it enough
to remove it. The princess slipped the straps off her shoulders and
wiggled it off down to her feet, leaving her standing in only her
plain, white chemise that had a stain of purple down its front
where the poison had seeped through. Ruby laid out the soaked dress
on the rocky floor, hoping to allow it to dry faster that way.
Sniggle, meanwhile, who had been sleeping peacefully at the side of
the stream, woke up and took notice of the strewn out gown.
Naturally, he moved over to it and decided to continue his nap
there on the softer palette.

While the dress dried and Sniggle slept, Ruby
went in search of food along the underground stream. She feared
eating the glowing mushrooms would be a mistake for some reason, so
she was hopeful that she could find another frog. Eating a raw frog
didn’t strike her as something she would have ever thought herself
doing, but times were desperate. She needed sustenance, and that
was the best she could manage. Without her long flowing dress, Ruby
could move much faster and quieter, so she expected if she were
able to find one, she would be able to sneak up on it. She had
something of a chill and tremored a bit, but she was able to work
past that.

The princess walked along beside the stream’s
path for what she expected was a couple of hours. The way had been
simple, and it would be impossible for her to get lost on the way
back, so she didn’t worry about how far she had traveled.
Eventually, Ruby came across where the stream widened into a small
pond in the middle of a large, open cave. She was optimistic that
she could find something alive in there. She was half right
anyway.

Getting closer to the water, she discovered
that the liquid was black and plagued. When she had cleaned herself
in the stream, it must have washed down through the current, not
filtering out the toxins at all. Dozens of fish had been killed and
drifted up to the surface, floating and suspended at the top of the
water. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she thought that she
should feel guilty. Feel bad about the fact she killed all those
fish. That she polluted the stream and pond and all the life in it.
She didn’t. She didn’t feel a thing, and that was what worried
her.

Ruby laid down at the side of the water and
stretched out her arm to grab one of the fish within reach. Barely
able to scrape her fingernails across the underbelly of the fish,
she scratched at its scales enough to get it to begin to drift
toward her. Eventually she succeeded, and she snatched it out of
the pond. The princess flicked the excess water and poison off it
and crawled back away from the water, crossing her legs and staring
down at her catch. She prevented dribbling the ooze from her mouth
on it, not eager to make her only food source any filthier than it
needed to be.

The princess was not particularly hungry for
the fish, as she looked down at it. She needed to eat, though.
Knowing this, Ruby raised the fish to her mouth and bit into its
soft belly, unenthusiastically. Tearing through its scaly flesh,
the princess attempted to chew and swallow a large chunk of the
beast. Again though, her system resisted this source of sustenance.
She dropped the rest of the fish, as the chewed portion came
barreling back out of her mouth. Scales, meat, and a bit of bone
lay splattered on the rocky floor along with her noxious spit. She
felt worse than she did before. She felt utterly empty, but still
the ooze poured forth.

“What do you want?” she shouted, still
spitting chunks of fish from her mouth and echoing the words
throughout the cavern. “What do I have to do?” She stood up and
yelled at the ceiling. “What!?”

It was then that she saw something hanging
down from the rocky roof overhead - the curled, white blissroot
fruit that the serpent had been eating for centuries. The fruit
kind of reminded her of a much larger white banana. That wasn’t
entirely a good thing. When Ruby had been a little child, she’d
been given her first ever banana to try. Afterward, she’d broken
out in a rash all over her body, and her eyes became red and
agitated. From then on, the princess blamed the banana for the
distress, assuming that she was allergic to the fruit. The truth,
however, was that Ruby had eaten the banana immediately after she’d
petted a cat for the first time. Cats, she had found, she really
was allergic to, but in truth, she probably wasn’t allergic to
bananas. She’d simply transferred the effects of that cat to the
banana and had sworn them off. It was only later that she’d been
told that there had been a cat involved in that event at all. That
certainly wasn’t a part of her memory. Naturally, you might assume
that with this additional information she would have gotten over
her banana aversion. You’d be wrong. She still found that she was
quite repulsed by the yellow fruit. This aversion was somewhat
transferred onto the toxic blissroot hanging over her head. Maybe
that was why she hadn’t even thought about what this white fruit
had to offer.

She remembered the story about it being
toxic. Maybe that was what she needed. Poison. It was after all who
she was now, the poison princess, as Scarlett had called her. The
one she’d seen in the ceiling over the pond, however, was too far
up for her to reach. Looking around at the rocky roof, Ruby found
that they were growing all over the place. She traced her steps
back the way she had come, where the top of the cave wasn’t so far
up in hopes of finding some lower hanging fruit.

Eventually, she did come upon one that was
almost within her reach. She was just a bit too short to grab it,
outstretched and on the tips of her toes. Surveying the area, Ruby
saw a large boulder that she thought she would be able to shift.
Rushing over, she crouched down and leaned against it, managing to
push it closer to where the blissroot was extending down. Jumping
back atop the rock, Ruby reached up and grabbed the toxic fruit. It
was wedged into the earth pretty well, but she shifted and pulled
at it until it fell out with chunks of earth alongside it.

The princess held the large fruit in her
hands, as she stepped down off the boulder. The blissroot was warm
to the touch, and she could smell the hot spices permeating off it.
Overhead, the roots and vines of the fruit released the toxic gas,
but it drifted up through the earth and away from the princess.
Wiping away the dirt and rocks from the surface of the white
blissroot, Ruby actually began to think that this was what she
needed. She could feel it inside her. It was right. The princess
bit into the fruit, taking out a large chunk and swallowing it
almost whole. The fruit was exceedingly spicy, but it was good.
Everything was good. She felt restored. Ruby breathed a sigh of
relief and turned to sit down, leaning against the rocky wall.
Everything was going to be fine. She had what she needed.


Chapter 9. The Other Road


Ruby woke up with a sense of Deja vu. She felt like that day had
already come once before, even though she knew that was nonsense.
Her father had an important announcement that day regarding the
future of their kingdom, and though she was afraid of what it would
mean for her, she was still a willing participant. She roused
herself from her comfortable bed and prepared for the day.

An attendant entered her room to help her,
but Ruby didn’t quite recognize the young woman. She must have been
new. At the same time, the woman struck her as someone she somehow
knew, though she ultimately conceded that she did not. She had
long, orange hair that ended in ringlets, and the princess thought,
at first glance, that the woman’s eyes were red. When she looked
back, they were an ordinary green, so she shook her head, laughing
at her own imagination.

“Good day, my princess,” the woman greeted
her.

“Hello,” Ruby politely replied.

“Did you sleep well?”

The princess thought about that for a moment,
when she realized she didn’t really remember going to bed the
previous night, nor did she remember any dreams. That was odd for
her, as she recalled almost all her nightly visions. She shrugged
it off and answered. “Yes, it was fine.”

“That’s good, my princess. Shall I help you
get ready?”

Ruby nodded. “Please.”

With the attendant’s assistance, Ruby slipped
into a fancy yellow dress. Afterward, the woman helped weave her
light brown hair into a braid of crowns. When she was ready, the
princess left her quarters and the servant, walking toward the
dining hall. Inside, she found one of their court wizards, Durin,
drinking a big heaping of wine. When he saw her enter, he wiped the
red liquid from his face and beard with the sleeve of his grey
robe, staining the fabric. Again, the princess couldn’t help but
feel that all of this had happened once before.

“Princess,” the wizard greeted her.

She shrugged the sensation off. “Hello Durin.
How is the food this morning?”

“I can’t say. I’ve only just tasted the wine.
I’ve left the strawberries for you to try.”

“Right,” she said with the same feeling
nagging at her. Ruby walked to the table and selected a sampling of
the various foods. Strawberries, her favorite fruit, were chief
among her selection. She returned to the table where Durin was, and
she sat across from him, joining him for breakfast. For a moment,
she was afraid that there might be something wrong with the meal
she had selected, but she once again couldn’t come up with a reason
why. Ignoring her fear, Ruby picked up one of the strawberries and
bit into the firm fruit. It was delicious, as was the rest of her
meal. Every bite of the fruit made her feel better.

The princess sat there and discussed the day
with Durin, while the sense of repetition began to fade away. When
she had finished her meal, the same young attendant that had helped
her earlier came in and took her plate.

Before she could leave, Ruby stopped her and
asked, “What is your name?”

“That doesn’t matter, my princess,” the woman
replied. She turned and left, leaving Ruby quite confused by the
response.

Again, the princess was forced to shrug it
off and continue with her day. Durin had already left the dining
hall to attend to his other duties, and others had come in to get
something to eat for breakfast. Ruby knew that despite the
importance of the day, her sister, Leina, would probably not be
prepared for it. She left the dining hall and headed toward her
sister’s room. Turning the knob and throwing open the door, Ruby
was not in the least surprised to find Leina still dressed in her
night robe, laying sprawled on the floor, and smearing paints onto
a canvas with her fingers.

“Leina,” Ruby said. “What are you doing? You
need to get ready.”

“Yeah, yeah,” her little sister said, not
looking up. “I just had to paint something first.”

Ruby walked over to her sister and looked
down at what she had created. The painting clearly wasn’t finished,
but the form of a man could be seen. Over his face, he wore a
plain, white mask, and he had on a long, black robe concealing most
of his body. The man’s left arm, however, stood out from the rest
of him. It was an ashy red color and looked craggy and hard. That
same feeling that had nagged at her when she woke that morning
persisted. Something about the figure’s hand meant something, but
she still couldn’t place it.

“Who is that?” Ruby asked her sister.

“Just something from my dreams,” Leina
replied. “Does it matter?”

“That doesn’t matter,” she said, along with
an echoing voice in her head. “What does matter?” she continued,
under her breath.

“What’d you say?”

“Nothing,” Ruby replied, shaking her head.
“Come on. We need to get you cleaned up.”

“Okay,” Leina grumbled.

The young girl stood up, as the same
attendant that Ruby kept seeing entered behind her. Again, the
princess thought she saw a flash of something special in her eyes,
but it was gone before she could identify it.

“Can you get Leina cleaned up?” Ruby asked
the woman.

“Of course, my princess.”

Ruby furrowed her brow, still trying to place
what it was about that woman that kept nagging at her mind, as she
left the room. There was a bit of time before the ceremony would
take place, and the princess needed to clear her head. The whole
morning had been off and awkward somehow. She needed to get a grip
on things, so she walked to where she often did when she needed
quiet. One of the spires of the far-stretching castle was abandoned
and unused, which made it ideal as an escape for the princess.

Having climbed up the circular staircase so
often, Ruby no longer tired from the journey, but on this day, she
took her time with each step. The ceremony of the day was
important, and it would change Ruby’s life forever. She understood
why her father had to take this action, but it would mean that the
princess would have to leave her home. The neighboring kingdom,
Elythine, and Lavidia had never had anything but a strained
relationship, and Ruby’s father hoped to fix that by promising her
to marry their king’s eldest son.

The princess understood it, but that didn’t
mean she wanted it. Ruby had yet to even meet the young man, and
she was expected to wed him, give him children, and serve as the
queen of a kingdom she hadn’t even been born in. The experience of
having her entire life traded for peace was a surreal one, she
discovered.

Ruby arrived at the top of the tower and
stepped out to a balcony overlooking the kingdom. She recognized
that it would very likely be the last time she could see her home
in such a way. It broke her heart to think such a thing, but it was
true. She had to say goodbye. The wind rushed past, but it was warm
on her skin. She wondered if Elythine would offer the same climate
or if it was far enough south that the seasons were somehow
different.

Her thoughts were interrupted when she heard
someone come up the steps behind her. Turning around, Ruby saw that
it was yet again the same attendant that she had seen throughout
the castle that morning.

“Hello, my princess,” the woman said.

“Hello… you never gave me your name.”

The woman smiled in response. “You are rather
persistent when it comes to names, aren’t you?”

“What?”

“Scarlett,” she informed the princess. “You
can call me Scarlett.”

“Why do I keep seeing you? I’ve never seen
you before, and now… you’re everywhere.”

“You see me, because you need to.”

It was a cryptic response, one that did not
give Ruby any answers. “What does that mean?”

The woman approached the princess. “You feel
something strange when you look at me, don’t you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,”
Ruby dismissed. She looked back around to view her kingdom.

“I can’t help you if you don’t let me,” the
woman told her, putting a hand on the princess’ shoulder.

Ruby shrugged it off. “I don’t need your
help,” she informed the woman. “I have to go. I must prepare for
the ceremony.”

The princess started to take the stairs down,
but Scarlett added, “This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen, my
princess.”

Ruby stopped. “What isn’t?”

“Your life.”

“I don’t have any control over that,” she
replied and continued down the stairs.

“You always have control,” Scarlett called
after her.

The princess had no choice in the marriage.
She was doing what her father needed, what her people needed. Ruby
made for the throne room, where she knew she was expected. She did
her duty.

The ceremony went as she would have expected.
Her father promised Ruby to the other king’s eldest son, Lucian. He
seemed a pleasant enough man, but the princess admitted to herself
that upon looking at him and meeting him that she felt absolutely
nothing for him. After that, things went much faster than she would
have ever thought possible. Ruby was transported back to the
Elythine castle in a long caravan consisting of their royal family,
their servants, and a large collection of guards. Shortly after
arriving, the princess learned that the seasons were generally
warmer just as she had heard from her lessons. She began to miss
winters. The princess and Lucian were wed within a couple weeks.
Her parents and Leina came for the ceremony. That night she
performed her wifely duties, and within a couple months of
marriage, they conceived their first child. Nine months later, a
boy was born which greatly pleased Lucian. Ruby continued to do her
responsibilities by giving him more children and raising them over
the next several years. She was reasonably happy, probably more
than she would have expected on top of that spire looking down at
her kingdom for the last time.

Without fail, Ruby had strawberries every
day. They reminded her of home. They tasted sweeter and better with
every bite. She grew to need the fruit. She almost felt dependent
on it, though such a thought was preposterous.

When Lucian’s father died some years later,
Ruby’s husband was set to become king and she queen along with him.
There was yet again another ceremony, a coronation this time.
People from all around their kingdom had gathered to witness the
once in a lifetime event. As the future queen, Ruby had a prominent
role to play, and as such, she was both nervous and excited. Behind
closed doors, she prepared herself. The chaos of the events had
prevented her from eating her favorite fruit. She had an odd
sensation that day without her breakfast ritual.

Looking at her reflection in the mirror, Ruby
pondered her years serving as Elythine’s princess rather than her
own home kingdom. In a way, she realized, she had served them both.
Many had feared war would have broken out if not for the marriage,
and she thought it strange that such a simple and innocuous thing
could cause peace. She had been given a dress to wear for the
occasion and was looking at herself in it when a young attendant
entered behind her. The princess instantly recognized her even
after all those years.

“You again?” Ruby asked. “You were there… on
my last day in Lavidia. In the tower.”

“Yes, you call me Scarlett. Hello, my
princess.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I’ve come to help you. Now’s the time you
need it.”

“What do you mean?”

“You called to me once before, thinking I
might be able to help you, but you found your own way. You managed
to free yourself from the gut of that serpent all on your own.”

“Serpent? You’re talking madness.”

The woman smiled. “I remember you liking my
madness once upon a time.”

“I think it’s time you go. I need to prepare.
I’m going to be queen soon.”

“In time, I think you will, but not here. Not
like this.”

Ruby fought herself not to ask more, but she
had to know. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re the poison princess.”

Those two words in combination with one
another meant something to her. She felt like she had forgotten
something massive in her past. Dark purple images flooded her mind.
She felt like she might collapse, at which point, Scarlett grabbed
her arm, holding her steady. Her touch seemed so familiar as well,
and it only brought on more images. She’d seen the woman before,
not just on her last day in Lavidia, but before even that. Ruby
looked up at Scarlett.

“Is this real?” the princess asked.

“Not this time, I’m afraid,” the woman
replied.

“What’s going on?”

“Your perception of reality has been twisted
and warped.” Scarlett looked around and examined their
surroundings. “Is this really what makes you happy?”

Ruby snapped back to proper sense and shook
her head. “That’s all nonsense. Of course I’m happy.”

“Mmm. I think we can both agree that I can
make you much happier than that Lucian fellow.”

“Lucian is a good man.”

“Describe him.”

“What?”

“Describe him,” Scarlett repeated. “Tell me
what he looks like, how he treats you, what his favorite color
is.”

Ruby realized she had no idea. How could she
not know, she asked herself.

“You never met him. When you were in the
castle, before you became the poison princess, you were told his
name. That was all. That is the only thing you know about him.”

“You’re mad. I’ve had children with him. Two
boys and a girl.”

“What are their names?”

Again, Ruby searched in vain for an answer,
tilting her head to the ground. Her heart fluttered, and she
couldn’t breathe. What Scarlett was saying was somehow making sense
to her. Like the tide washing back and forth, the memories rushed
to her. The poisoned strawberries. Durin’s interrupted spell. Leina
and the craggy hand demon. The Abyss. Her pet imps and the fall
down the tunnel. The enormous serpent that swallowed her whole.
Then… the fruit. The toxic blissroot. After that, she woke back up
in her bed. She ate the strawberries and nothing happened. She’d
been fine, but none of it was real. She’d been suffering the
effects of the fruit all the time. It had kept her alive, but at
such a cost.

Ruby looked back up at the woman to find that
she had changed in appearance. Her strange horns were there now,
and no longer could the red color of her eyes be ignored or denied.
Even her clothing, which had consisted of something much more
modest, was now the short, low-cut dress that she had worn at their
first meeting.

“But I have years of memories,” the princess
said. “How has that happened?”

“You’ve been dreaming for some time,”
Scarlett told her.

“But I only took one bite.”

The horned woman didn’t answer, but instead
looked down at the ground.

“How do I get out of here?” Ruby asked.

“You need to want me.”

“What?”

“We talked about this before, that there
would come a time when you needed me. Now is that time, and for me
to help you I need form in your world. You must give me form. Need
me. Want me. Summon me. And then, I will be yours.”

Scarlett placed her hand to Ruby’s cheek. It
felt good. It felt better than anything she had experienced in the
entire drug haze, because it felt real. Ruby did want the demon
seductress. It was time to wake up. The dream needed to be
over.

The princess looked into the demon’s eyes and
realized this was her only chance to escape her current prison. “I
want you.”


Chapter 10. The Horned Nurse

 Scarlett ran her fingers through her bright,
orange hair, felt the ribs and tips of her horns, and then looked
down, examining her own body. Her hands explored herself, touch
being an entirely new sensation. She rubbed her fingertips against
her skin and the fabric of her clothes, as though she were feeling
and seeing herself for the first time. The first real time anyway.
She’d always imagined what she would look like in the real world,
but this appearance had been shaped by the princess’ desires more
than her own. She wore the same black dress and shoes she had when
she approached Ruby in the dream world. Her princess had made her
exactly as she needed her to be.

The princess on the other hand was in a far
different condition. Ruby had been eating the toxic blissroot
beneath the Abyss for far longer than Scarlett would have hoped,
and the princess was still not fully restored. The demon had been
given form in Nabiria, but her work was only just beginning.

Since the time Ruby had first bitten into the
fruit, much had changed. The chemise she had worn was so
deteriorated that she had long since abandoned it, and she had been
roaming the caves, wearing nothing at all. Poison had spilled all
over her naked body, forming a kind of inky clothing of its own,
though. The dress she’d worn was still around, but it had been used
as something of a bed mat rather than something she wore.

Unfamiliar with smell, Scarlett didn’t know
what to think of the aroma of that cave. The poison and Ruby’s
state of uncleanliness made for a particular odor. She suspected
that most would find it repugnant, but the horned demon did not
have such thoughts. Scarlett had never before smelled anything, and
she embraced the fragrance, sniffing in heavily and closing her
eyes. She smiled and opened her eyelids once more.

The horned demon looked down at Ruby, who was
still rather incoherent and transitioning out of the dream state
induced by the blissroot. The toxins of the spicy fruit had kept
her alive, but had destroyed her sense of reality. She had also
been alone all that time, aside from the nearly useless purple imp
named Sniggle that rested beside her. Now though, Scarlett was
there, and she was going to restore her princess to her rightful
self.

The seductress had a fairly good
understanding of the magic that had been cast on Ruby, and while
she couldn’t simply change her back to what she had once been, she
knew how to help her princess. She needed poison, and Scarlett was
going to find some for her. Her princess couldn’t be left on her
own though, as she was still very addicted to the toxic fruit. If
Ruby had things her way, she would continue to eat it without
realizing it, like she had been doing for so long now. No, Scarlett
would have to practice a bit of tough love on her princess.

As a demon from the nether realm, she was
able to conjure up certain things at will. Though creating a vial
of poison would probably have worked, the bond between Scarlett and
Ruby wasn’t sufficiently strong enough to create such a complex
item yet. Instead, the demon would have to search that out within
the cave. What she could conjure, however, was a way to keep Ruby
from eating more of the toxic blissroot. With a flitter of her
fingers, Scarlett created a set of hard manacles that wrapped
around Ruby’s wrists. The chain then extended and pierced into the
rock of the wall, preventing her princess from going very far. In
her haze, Ruby didn’t seem to even realize it had happened, but it
was only a matter of time before she started to yearn for the toxic
fruit once again and go out in search of it.

Looking to the imp lying beside Ruby,
Scarlett thought maybe it could be of use. “Hey.” She paused, taken
aback by the deep and raspy nature of her own voice. That she had a
voice at all was a strange new feeling. The word echoed around the
cave a couple times, and she turned her head about, trying to
follow it, as it bounced off the walls. Sound, she realized, was
something she had been deprived of for far too long.

Scarlett looked back to the imp, staring
strangely up at her, and issued it an order, “Watch her.”

It nodded, but quickly snuggled up against
the princess and fell to sleep. Some watchdog it would be, the
demon thought. She had little choice in help, however, as their
currently weak bond left her with little magical power. The
manacles and Sniggle would have to do, Scarlett realized.

What Ruby needed now was poison, and aside
from the toxic fruit, the demon was only aware of two other
possible sources in those dark, damp pits. The first was in the
form of Sythys’ venom. Since the serpent had died much time had
passed, and Scarlett was pessimistic that there would be anything
left that would help Ruby. Regardless, the serpent would be
relatively easy to find for the demon, having traced her princess’
steps.

She had witnessed everything her princess had
seen, and on more than a few occasions, Ruby had spotted frogs in
the cavern. Scarlett knew that some of the frogs in the depths were
mildly poisonous, and she was hopeful that their toxins would be a
sufficient source for the princess.

Before Scarlett set off, however, she noted
that something just felt off. She didn’t feel quite right. Weighed
down maybe. She rolled her shoulders trying to put her finger on
it. The fabric of her dress scratched softly at her skin but enough
to cause her irritation. The demon was aware of the human’s custom
for wearing clothes, but she found herself not caring for it. She
wanted to be naked. Ruby had dreamed her up an incredibly sexy
form, and she wanted everyone possible to see it. She was a bit
dismayed that no one would be around to witness its magnificence.
Slipping the little, black dress over her head, Scarlett tossed the
bit of cloth to the ground beside Sniggle and kicked off her heeled
boots. He seemed not to care for her nakedness, rolling over and
going back to sleep.

Properly prepared now, the horned demon left
Ruby there to overcome her drug-induced fever, as she searched the
cave for the poisons. Her first stop would be the serpent’s body,
where it had laid since the princess killed it with her toxins.
Scarlett walked back along the stream towards where the path
diverged. Crawling through the narrow slit along the bottom of the
pathway, she slipped back in an area that hadn’t been traversed in
quite some time. The poison left behind by Ruby was long since
gone, but luckily, Scarlett remembered the exact set of turns
needed to take her to Sythys’ old sleeping area.

The whole trip took about three hours, and
when the horned woman finally did arrive, she saw what was left of
the long since dead serpent. Despite the enormous nature of the
beast, very little had survived the ravages of time. A skeleton
remained, but Scarlett held little hope that there was any poison
remaining in its fangs. The glands, she was sure, had long since
deteriorated. The demon had come all that way though, so she had to
check.

Approaching the serpent’s head, Scarlett
knelt down and looked into its mouth. Reaching in, she felt the
long fang, feeling for any remains of liquid, despite her
expectation that there would be none. She was therefore not
surprised when she did not recover any. That didn’t mean she was
happy about it. Irritated, Scarlett grabbed the fang with both
hands and wrenched it from the serpent’s skull. The tooth snapped
and broke off, as the demon fell back, landing on the ground.
Looking down inside it, she discovered that it was hollow. There
was no poison inside, but at least she could use it as a cup for
when she found whatever venom she could from the frogs living in
the cave.

Looking up from the fang, Scarlett saw a
deteriorated shoe inside the serpent’s skeleton. Ruby had lost that
very shoe upon escaping from the beast’s corpse. Further away was
the other that the princess had willingly disposed of. Things
hadn’t changed in the depths in such a long time. Scarlett realized
how much had transpired above though. She was not eager to tell
Ruby how long it had truly been.

Scarlett stood up with the serpent’s tooth in
hand and set back toward the stream. She tried to be as quiet as
possible, not wanting to scare off any of the frogs that might be
wandering about in the cave. The demon skulked through the tunnels,
holding the fang like a dagger, watching for any movement, and
listening for the faintest of sounds to bring her closer to her
quarry. She made it back to the stream without incident, but rather
than going with the water, as Ruby had done, she decided to go
against it. The pond that the princess had stayed near during her
time under the illusion of the toxic blissroot had never really
recovered from the poison she’d washed downstream, and there was
very little life there. Perhaps she would have better luck
upstream, she thought.

After following the stream for about a half
hour, Scarlett heard it. A ribbit. She stopped, her eyes wide open
and cocking her head to the side, trying to point her ear toward
the origin of the sound. There was another croak, and the demon
knew the call had come from a side channel, away from the water.
Silencing her steps, Scarlett proceeded in that direction, hoping
to find and capture one.

Slowly peeking around a corner, the horned
woman spotted a bright yellow frog no bigger than the size of her
palm. The frog spit out its tongue, capturing a small insect, and
it proceeded to gobble the bug down its throat. Scarlett wasn’t
certain that this particular specimen was poisonous, but she
suspected that the bright color was a good indicator. As it
swallowed the bug, she crept out from around the corner, trying to
sneak up on the frog. Its mouth stopped, as if it were listening or
observing her in some way, and Scarlett mimicked, pausing her
movements. Her efforts were in vain; as it was proved that the
small creature had taken notice of her.

The frog quickly hopped away from her, and
the demon hurried forward, hoping to catch it before it made its
escape. Either she was too slow or it had been too fast, as the
frog found a sliver of a hole in the rocky wall and disappeared
into it.

“Rats!” the horned woman cursed.

She dropped the fang on the ground and slid
toward the hole, shoving her hand in after the frog. She clawed
around inside it, but her fingers met nothing but slimy rocks.
Pulling her hand back out, her palm was covered in grime, and she
wiped it off on a flat edged stone, disgusted by it. Scarlett stood
back up wiping similar muck off her knees, arms, and
midsection.

“Certainly disgusting,” she told herself.
“But not what I’m looking for.”

Scarlett looked around, trying to find a clue
as to any nearby places the frogs might be congregating. She
couldn’t hear any additional croaking, as the frog that escaped had
gone quiet. Picking up the fang, she skulked back toward the water,
her hunt continuing. She walked along the water, worrying about
Ruby’s condition. Though she now had form in Nabiria and had
escaped the nether realm, Scarlett was still tied inescapably to
her princess. Her fate was the demon’s fate, and so the horned
woman was determined to save her from the effects of the toxic
blissroot. Given what she was, Scarlett certainly approved of Ruby
living a life full of elation and pleasure, but the demon wanted to
be the one to make her happy, not some fruit. Besides, she knew how
much Ruby wanted to help her sister, and as much as the horned
woman thought that to be a dangerous path to walk, she was
determined to assist her princess in that endeavor.

Walking along the stream’s edge, Scarlett saw
something in the slow moving water ahead. Strange ripples slithered
at the very top of the calm stream. Squinting her red eyes into
narrow slits, she focused on the pattern and soon realized that it
was in fact a snake of some sort. The serpent blended in with the
water, so it was hard for her to make out the details, but this
seemed an even better opportunity than a poisonous frog. The snake
was coming toward her, so she sat Sythys’ fang on the ground,
approached the edge of the water, and waited for the smaller
serpent to pass by her. When it was within reach, she snatched it
out from the stream.

Scarlett discovered that she hadn’t grabbed
it in the best spot, as its head coiled around and bit the fleshy
chunk of her hand between her thumb and index finger. The pain of
the bite made her nearly release her grip, but she held steady and
so did the beast. She could feel the poison oozing out from its
fangs and into her skin in small, but powerful amounts. Because of
her connection to Ruby, Scarlett was somewhat immune to the toxic
effect. However, due to their weak bond, she could still feel a
slight burning sensation at its touch. Still, the serpent did not
let go, so the demon pried the fangs out from her skin. Blood and
venom dripped from the wounds, as the snake was removed.

With a better grip on the beast’s head,
Scarlett reached over and grabbed Sythys’ fang. Aiming the snake’s
head over the brim of the hollow tooth, she forced it to open its
mouth and expose its fangs on the inside of her makeshift bottle.
The opal colored venom leaked down the side of the tooth, pooling
in the bottom. It started to seep out the bottom of the fang
though, so Scarlett resituated her hands so that she could plug the
sharp hole with her finger.

Having acquired exactly what she needed, the
horned demon hurried back to where she’d left Ruby. A new source of
poison was exactly what would help her get over the addictive
effects of the toxin from the blissroot. Holding the snake in the
tooth, while simultaneously plugging the hole was rather awkward
and by the time she got back, Scarlett had pierced all of her
fingers with the large tooth, mixing some of her own blood with the
snake’s venom. That wouldn’t matter much, she hoped, as she sat
down beside Ruby who was tossing and turning in her sleep and
sweating in a great abundance.

Nudging Sniggle with her knee, Scarlett woke
him up. “Hold this,” she told the little imp, pointing her head
toward the snake.

Sniggle shook his head and waved his hands in
protest in front of his face.

“Do it,” she ordered him, unwilling to listen
to his complaints.

Scarlett removed the snake from the tooth and
held his neck to the ground near Sniggle. The purple imp then
reluctantly straddled the serpent and held it down, similarly, but
using his full weight to accomplish the same goal. With one hand
free, the horned demon turned to Ruby. She climbed on top of her,
straddling her not unlike Sniggle and the snake. Scarlett scooted
up, placed her legs over the princess’ arms, and pushed her
shackled hands up over Ruby’s head to keep them out of her way.

The princess was still rather delirious. Her
eyes seemed not to have taken notice of the woman sitting over her,
and that lack of awareness worried Scarlett. There was still a long
way yet to go before Ruby recovered. Opening the princess’ mouth,
the demon slid the fang gently inside and let her finger off the
tip, so the snake’s venom could pour out. The toxin mixed in with
Ruby’s own, but it looked like the substance was going down as it
needed to. Scarlett patiently waited until all of the venom had
seeped out of the bottom of the fang.

When it was empty, the demon stood up,
staring down over Ruby’s body. She looked no different. Her
condition hadn’t improved, but Scarlett knew they were now on the
right track. Brushing Sniggle to the side, she picked up the snake
and walked some distance away. She set the serpent down on a soft
patch of earth, and raising and slamming down the fang, skewered it
to the ground, causing an angry hiss to come from the snake. They
would need its venom again, and she couldn’t let it slip away.

Returning to Ruby, Scarlett laid down next to
her. She slid her head through her princess’ shackled arms,
wrapping them around her, rested her head on her princess’
shoulder, and wrapped her own arms and one leg over her body as
well, getting the poison all over herself. The horned demon would
make certain that Ruby recovered, and she would be there every step
of the way.


Chapter 11. Wake in Filth


Ruby awoke in a haze. She couldn’t remember much at that moment.
Looking down at herself, she was completely naked except for the
poison she exuded from her mouth that now covered nearly all of her
skin, forming its own kind of clothing. Her wrists were sealed
inside manacles that were chained into a rocky wall. Beneath her
was the once yellow dress that she recalled having worn sometime
prior. Also laying on the dress was a little purple blob that she
knew called itself Sniggle. Beside the dress, several feet away,
was a pile of dead and discarded snakes next to a giant fang. Of
everything she saw, that made the least sense.

A barrage of dissenting memories filled her
head, each in conflict with another. She felt as though she had
lived two lives, and had to choose which one to continue with. For
whatever reason, Ruby had picked this one, where she was covered in
poison and filth, alone and trapped in the depths of a dark cavern.
As the moments passed, she came to realize everything that had
happened to her. She remembered eating the toxic blissroot, and it
leading to the false dream world that she had just woken up from.
Those memories began to fade, and the princess struggled to recall
how she had escaped from that place.

She was too tired to think about it anymore
though. Whatever else had happened since she ate the fruit, she was
chained to a wall. That meant that someone else was there, even
though she had no memory of such a person joining her. She couldn’t
even imagine how anyone else had gotten down into the depths with
her. The princess had seen no way out in all her time searching
other than the collapsed tunnel leading up to the Abyss.

Whoever it was, she felt she needed to get
free before they came back. Gripping the chain leading into the
wall with both hands and propping her bare feet against the rocks,
Ruby pulled back with all her might. No good. The metal was wedged
into the rocks too well. She fell back with an exhausted sigh,
still weak after waking from her slumber. The princess looked over
to the sleeping imp, and she wondered if it might be able to help
set her free.

Nudging at the little blob, she whispered,
“Sniggle.”

The purple imp rolled over out of her reach
and continued sleeping.

“Useless,” she remarked to herself.

She looked down to the manacles where she had
been inadvertently dribbling her poison. Perhaps, she thought, she
could use it as lubrication and squeeze her hands out. Spitting out
more of the ooze, she let it get in between the flesh on her wrists
and the metal of her restraints. Ruby placed her knee on the chain
and held it to the ground, while she attempted to pull her hands
through the iron hoops. No good. The metal was on too tight. The
restraints jutted into bone and scraped away flesh, as she pulled.
There was no way she was getting out like that without severely
injuring herself.

The princess wasn’t ready to give up though.
She had one more idea. Her experience with the giant serpent had
shown her in part what she was capable of. The poison that flowed
ceaselessly from her mouth could be controlled and changed at her
whim. What if then, she thought, she were to alter the poisons
property so that it would melt through metal itself. Focusing her
mind on the task, Ruby thought about something with extreme heat.
She’d seen the blacksmiths of her kingdom create works of metal
with the heat of a burning fire, bending it and shaping it to their
will. The princess focused her every thought on the idea of there
being some poison, some acid that could tear through the
restraints.

There was no change. Her failure angered her,
and she once again ripped at the chain attached to the wall. She
screamed at herself under her breath through gritted teeth. She had
to be stronger.

Closing her eyes and trying again, her mind
found what she was in need of. Opening her eyes once more, Ruby saw
that her mouth was dribbling forth an orange colored poison with a
very thick consistency. It almost looked like the metal in the
forges when it was malleable and tender enough to be shaped.

The orange poison dripped slowly toward her
manacles, and as it touched the metal, a steam emitted along with
an angry hissing sound. Ruby wrenched her head to the side, as the
steam floated up to her face and penetrated her eyes. When she
looked back down at her wrists, the metal restraints had been
completely destroyed by the poison, but her wrists were absolutely
fine. Even the wounds from pulling at the metal healed. The new
poison, however, had eaten away at the dress underneath her. She
realized it didn’t matter. There were a plethora of holes, cuts,
and disgusting fluids covering it. The dress had long since been
ruined.

At that point, she heard someone coming, and
not knowing who it could be, Ruby stood and rushed to hide behind a
nearby outcropping of rocks.

“Where is she?” a familiar deep and raspy
voice soon asked.

From where Ruby was, she saw a woman come
into view. It was the horned demon, Scarlett, who was, of course,
completely naked, but the princess couldn’t imagine what she was
seeing was real. The demon said that she needed Ruby to free her
from the nether realm. She hadn’t done such a thing, or at least,
she didn’t recall doing it. Frozen in confusion, she stayed there
and watched as Scarlett pushed Sniggle with her bare foot, rousing
him from his sleep.

“Some help you were,” she told the little
thing.

It merely shrugged its shoulders, having not
seen where the princess had disappeared to.

Ruby walked out from her hiding spot and
asked, “Scarlett?”

Sniggle uselessly pointed her out for the
horned demon, as Scarlett turned around.

“You’re up!” she cheered.

“You’re… here… and you’re… naked,” Ruby said,
staring quite intently at her demon’s body.

“I absolutely am. Come here. Let’s
celebrate.”

The princess backed up and replied, “No,
don’t touch me! I’ll hurt you!”

Scarlett ignored Ruby’s warning, and stuck
her hand, unharmed, under the poison dripping from the princess’
mouth. “You can’t hurt me, my poison princess. I’m a part of you.
Remember, we’re bonded, Ruby.”

That word from that mouth continued to be
like a drug to the princess. The sound of it turned her stomach
into a quivering mass of knots and the demon seemed to know it.
Despite what she thought was proper and right, Ruby wanted Scarlett
more than she had ever wanted anything in her life. She needed her.
The power the horned woman had over her was even stronger now that
she was standing before her and was quite tantalizingly tangible.
The nudity didn’t hurt either. Ruby’s eyes traced over every curve
of the demon she had somehow summoned to be her servant.

Ruby, however, resisted her baser desires,
backed up, and simply said, “You need to put your clothes back
on.”

“Are you absolutely sure?”

“Uh…” One more look at her perfect body. She
forced her eyes away and shook her head. “Yes. Clothes. Now.”

“Rats.” The horned demon walked back to the
pile of clothes, slipped her little black dress over her head, and
squeezed her feet back into her heeled boots.

Confused by her surroundings and company, the
princess began to quickly pace back and forth in that dim cave.
“How did you get here?” Ruby asked, while Scarlett was still
dressing.

“You. You finally realized how much you need
me.”

“Did I? I don’t remember that.”

“I’m surprised you remember anything, my
sweet princess. You’ve been eating the blissroot for far too long.
It eats away at your memory.”

Ruby began to worry about the relationship
she had apparently forged with Scarlett. Demons were not an unknown
quantity in the world, but she herself was relatively ignorant to
them. They were not exactly among the top concerns a princess
faced. What little she did know involved a metaphysical tether
between the human and demon, forming a symbiotic partnership. What
this truly meant she had no idea. She would worry about that
later.

Ruby continued her path and shook her head,
her mind returning to the thought of eating the blissroot. “But I
only had one bite.”

Scarlett smiled at her princess, her eyes
following Ruby’s pacing. “Do you always do that?”

“Do what?”

The horned demon pointed her finger along the
princess’ path. “The pacing. It’s adorable.”

“I’m not adorable…” With a huff, Ruby forced
herself to stop walking back and forth. “The blissroot… I only ever
had the one. After that, it was just the dream world.”

Scarlett frowned. “You only remember the
first bite. You’ve had far more over the…” She stopped herself.

“Over the what? How long has it been? Days,
weeks, what?”

“Well…” she looked to the ground and fidgeted
uncomfortably.

“How long, Scarlett?”

“Years, my princess. Eleven years. Every time
you ate strawberries in your dream, you were really eating the
toxic blissroot here.”

“That can’t be.” Ruby shook her head in
disbelief. Grasping for anything to refute this explanation, she
asked, “Why don’t I have really long fingernails or hair?”

“You’ve stopped aging.”

She winced and unintentionally resumed her
pacing. “How is that possible?”

Scarlett shrugged. “How is it possible that a
giant snake has lived for over five hundred years?”

Ruby couldn’t believe it - that so much time
had passed. She felt like only yesterday she had eaten the toxic
fruit. It was simply unfathomable to her that she could have been
lost in the dream state for such an extended period. When she
thought about it, she was able to remember how long her dream had
lasted on that side, though. Her best recollection was that it had
been about that long too. Maybe it was true then.

“And you saved me from it?” Ruby asked.

“Yes, my princess,” Scarlett replied.

“Why did it take so long?”

“Are you mad at me?” Again, the horned demon
shifted and stared down.

The princess was certainly upset, but she
couldn’t lay it at the feet of the one individual who had actually
managed to rescue her. “I’m not mad at you, no. It’s just… eleven
years is a long time.”

“I am sorry. I kept trying. The whole time
you were in there. You were… resistant.”

Ruby walked over to the dress bed mat and sat
down, staring into the distance. “What now? What am I supposed to
do now? Everything will have changed.”

“Not everything, my princess,” Scarlett said,
sitting down next to her and holding her hand in her own.

“What do you mean?”

“Your kingdom. It still stands. Do you not
want to go home?”

“It’s nothing without my family. I’m sure the
craggy hand demon has killed off everyone I cared for. Too much
time has passed.”

“Not everyone,” Scarlett said.

Ruby looked up at the horned woman. “What do
you mean? Who would possibly still be alive?”

“Your sister for one.”

The princess shook her head. “Surely the
demon would have…” She couldn’t actually say it. “...long ago.”

“No, my princess,” Scarlett said, smiling
widely. “You don’t understand. Your sister and the craggy hand
demon are connected, just as we are. He needs her to live, so he
would do everything in his power to keep her alive.”

For the first time since recovering from the
toxic blissroot’s effects, Ruby felt a bit of reluctant optimism.
“Leina is still alive?”

“She is, my princess.”

Ruby stood. “Then I have to get back to
her.”

Scarlett joined her and nodded.

“How do we get out of here? Is there a
path?”

“There is the stream,” the horned woman
suggested. “I haven’t followed it to its very end, but it goes
quite far.”

“Then that’s where we’ll go.” Ruby started to
move, but hesitated. “I have to ask. Why is there a pile of dead
snakes over there?”

“Oh. They got used up.”

“Used up? What does that mean exactly?”

“You need poison, princess. It needs to flow
through your veins.”

“So… you’ve been feeding me snakes?”

“Just the venom.”

“You’ve been feeding me snake venom,” Ruby
stated for her own benefit.

“Yes, my princess. Though, if you don’t mind
my saying, you wouldn’t need to go through so much, if you’d stop
losing so much of it.”

“As you put it, I’m the poison princess.”

“You’re never going to not be the poison
princess. That doesn’t mean you need to slobber it out all the
time. Get ahold of it.”

The princess kept hearing Scarlett give her
advice on what she had inside her. She seemed to know much about
her, but Ruby knew almost nothing about the horned woman. “Who are
you to me?”

Scarlett smiled in response. “I thought that
was clear. I am the servant; you are the master. I am the prisoner;
you the warden. I am yours to lead, and you are mine to
follow.”

“That sounds like a slave.”

“I am willing. I have made this decision, as
have you. We are bonded, Ruby. Now and forever.”

“You have to realize that there’s no future
here, Scarlett.”

The horned demon smiled coyly. “What’s wrong
with the present? You’ve given me life here. I want to repay your
efforts.”

“Then you will help me? Even though I’m
promising you nothing?”

“With anything, my princess.”

Ruby picked up Sniggle, placing him on her
shoulder. “Then let’s see where the water takes us. Let’s save my
sister.”


Chapter 12. Self-Control


Ruby and her demon servant walked along the stream for days. During
the princess’ time under the influence of the toxic blissroot,
Scarlett had traveled quite a distance in search of a path leading
out of the caves. They’d passed that point two or three days back.
Everything ahead of them now was fresh for them both, and still,
neither knew which way they were going. They could have been
getting further away from Lavidia or closer. There was simply no
way to know that far underground.

Along their travels, the princess had focused
much of her efforts into controlling the flow of poison from her
mouth. Scarlett had mentioned that she had been forced to feed a
great deal of snake venom to Ruby in order to wean her off the
toxic fruit. They’d passed a few of the tips of white blissroot
falling part way out of the rocky ceiling, and she still had an
urge to reach out and grab them. Once, she had even done so out of
eleven years’ worth of habit, but her demon servant had stopped her
before she could make that mistake again.

Scarlett had caught a snake the day prior,
swimming along in the water and had been keeping it around for when
Ruby would inevitably exhaust herself again. The demon carried the
reptile along in one hand like it was the most normal thing in the
world. In her other hand, Scarlett carried the large fang of
Sythys. The need for snake venom was why the princess was so
concerned about controlling the flow of the poison from her mouth.
She was far from eager to swallow the snake’s toxin anymore or
worse yet, to have it bite her and inject her with its venom.

If she could force herself to change the
color, consistency, and effect of the substance oozing up from her
throat and create life in the form of Sniggle and the other imps,
then surely there was more she could do. Whether that included the
ability to stop it from constantly leaking out of her or not was
still a question she was trying to answer. She hoped it was.

Because of her distraction in pursuing this
endeavor, Scarlett led the way, carrying the purple imp, Sniggle,
on her shoulder, who was sleeping yet again, as he always seemed
to. The demon had not been at all like what Ruby would have
expected from a creature of the nether realm. She had come on very
strong on their first couple meetings, but since being granted
form, she had been much more subdued. Everything she had done had
been for Ruby’s benefit. She had nursed her back to health and
asked for nothing further in return. Growing up, the princess had
always tried to do what was expected of her, and thinking of a
woman in a romantic fashion had never really occurred to her.
Seeing the woman walk in front of her in the tight, form fitting
black dress, made her reconsider such thoughts. Everything about
Scarlett seemed aimed exactly at the goal of arousing Ruby, so she
had to think that she had denied a large part of who she was for
all of her life to that point. If the circumstances of their
meeting had not been so dark, the princess thought that a normal
relationship could have been possible. Such as it was though, she
was too focused on saving her sister and dealing with her own
toxicity to give a relationship much practical thought.

And so, she focused on clogging whatever
source it was that so consistently secreted the poison up through
her throat, into her mouth, and in such proportions that it
constantly fell from her lips, covering and coating her body in its
slime. Ruby tried to locate something deep inside her, somewhere in
her chest that was creating and pushing this substance up and out
of her. There had to be an origin point, and she was determined to
find it.

Feeling her mind downward through her own
body, Ruby searched. She tried to swallow the poison repeatedly
seeing where it went, seeing if she could follow its path and reach
down to where it started. So far, the task was not going according
to her hopes. She needed a distraction, so the princess hurried
forward to talk with her demon servant.

Scarlett turned her head, as she approached,
and asked, “Having any luck?”

“Maybe a little,” Ruby answered. “Mostly, I’m
making myself just wish I could vomit all this filth up and that be
the end of it.”

“You’re going to figure it out,” the demon
woman reassured her confidently.

“You seem to know a lot about my condition.
Why is that?”

“It’s simple magic is all. Given where I’m
from, I just know a bit about it, I suppose.”

“And you think I can control it?”

“The magic of the spell can be controlled,
and you’re strong… So, yes. I think you can control it.”

“I wish I had your confidence, Scarlett.”

“In a way, you do.”

Ruby squinted her eyes. “What does that
mean?” It was a question she felt like she was asking
constantly.

“Everything you feel, I feel as well, and it
works both ways,” Scarlett explained.

Ruby thought about that for a moment. “If I’m
in pain, then so are you?”

“I suppose that’s true, but in a more
optimistic light, every pleasant sensation you experience, I feel
it too. Think of it as a pleasure loop.”

Ruby blinked a couple times and then replied,
“That seems a little…”

“Masturbatory?” Scarlett offered with a
devilish grin.

“I wasn’t going to say that, but… yes, I
suppose it is.”

“Our shared sensations aren’t yet fully
realized though. We have not finished our complete bonding
process.”

“When will that happen?”

“It just takes time and intimacy. If you
wanted to hurry and cement our bonds, we could give this pleasure
loop a try.”

“I was just thinking about borrowing a bit of
your confidence,” Ruby replied.

“I guess we’ll have to work up to the
pleasure loop then?”

“I think so, Scarlett.” Ruby thought about
what the horned woman had told her, when it dawned on her. “If we
share this connection, and my sister and the craggy hand demon are
the same, then by hurting him, I will hurt her?”

“I’m sorry,” Scarlett offered.

“You’re sorry?”

“I didn’t know how to tell you. Saving your
sister will not be a simple task.”

“Then you’re saying there is a way to stop
the demon without hurting her?”

“Anything is possible, my princess. It’s just
a matter of how far you’re willing to go to get the results you
desire.”

“You know there is no boundary I’m not
willing to cross.”

“I know,” Scarlett said, barely above the
volume of a whisper.

“So how do I do it?”

“That’s complicated magic. That level of
knowledge is beyond me. You’ll need someone far more capable to
give you that answer.”

“Hm.” Ruby thought about that and resumed her
slower pace behind her demon servant. The majority of the princess’
knowledge was limited to her own kingdom, and she suspected that
everything she had known there was now gone. Eleven years had
passed under what she had no doubt was the merciless, destructive
leadership of the craggy hand demon, so she had little expectation
anything she knew still stood or had survived. The wizard she had
been most familiar with had been Durin, who died trying to save
her. Who or what could possibly be left?

No, she thought. She would need to look to
sources outside her kingdom’s knowledge. Lavidia was not alone in
the world, and she was sure that somewhere out there was the
information she needed. It was just a matter of finding it. She had
been taught a little about Elythine, where her dream had taken
place. Aside from the dream, she had never actually visited their
lands and never met anyone of prominence from there. Given what her
father was going to announce that day eleven years prior, Ruby
wondered what had happened to the royal family of Elythine. Had
they been killed along with her own family? Did they escape the
craggy hand demon’s wrath? She didn’t know. What she did know was
that they were supposed to have a higher understanding of magic
than even her own people. Maybe they would be an option, if she
could make it there.

She also considered a place called simply,
the Cloister. It was a large, secluded temple far to the west of
Lavidia, where monks studied in solitude. Very little was known
about the men and women that lived there except that they were
exceedingly knowledgeable about the powers of the nether world.
They researched the demons more than anyone else she had heard
about, so they might have the exact answer she sought on how to
unchain her sister from the craggy hand demon.

There were options out there in the world,
but they all felt so very far away. Ruby would have paced if she
hadn’t already been walking. She found it difficult to not turn
about face and walk the other way every few feet. Something in the
repetitious act helped her think and clear her mind, and the
princess needed that now. Her capacity was hindered with all that
had happened to her since she bit into that poisoned strawberry.
What she knew was that she had to get out of that cave, and the
stream just seemed to go on forever. Thinking about it made her
feel hopeless and frustrated. She turned her mind back to the task
of shutting off the poison valve hidden somewhere inside her body.
With her resentment about her loss of time and the cavernous prison
mounting within her, she felt that anger build and expand in her
chest. As had been the case several times now, that loss of control
over her emotion led to a new understanding and revelation. Raising
a hand to the very center of her ribs, she could feel that exact
lever that she searched for beneath her fingertips. Swallowing a
gulp of the poison, she unlocked that potential, and the ooze
stopped pouring forth.

Ruby stopped walking, holding a hand under
her lips, and there was nothing. “Scarlett!” she exclaimed. “I did
it!”

Her demon servant looked back to her, along
with Sniggle on her shoulder. She smiled and said, “I knew you
could do it, my princess.”

The purple imp ignored her and continued to
snooze.

“You were right,” Ruby replied.

“Can you start it back up again?” Scarlett
asked.

Ruby thought about that same fictional lever
in her chest, and she twisted it in her mind. The purplish black
sludge resumed pouring forth out her lips. The princess twisted it
back in the other direction. It stopped once more. She reversed it
again, and the poison started up at her command. Off. On. Off. Ruby
felt power in her control over the strange chaos magic that rested
inside her. The power felt good. For the first time in a long time,
she allowed herself a big smile, exposing her purple stained
teeth.

Scarlett returned to Ruby and took her hand.
“There is light at the end of this tunnel, my princess. We are
almost there.”


Chapter 13. Gloomport

 A
dark and dreary city, Gloomport was a dangerous port of harbor,
much more so if you were to find yourself trapped there. Like much
of the world beyond her castle, Ruby had never visited the city,
but that was where she found herself at the end of that stream.
Gloomport was an underground city at the very edge of the
continent. The sea washed up into the deep cove, where the water
met the rocky ground of the city. The ground was a combination of
rock, dirt, and occasional cobblestones, all of which seemed to be
covered in the salty spray of the sea water. The cavern that housed
the city was far larger than the princess would have ever imagined
without seeing it first hand, housing hundreds of buildings and
many more people.

The city was quite dark, but the same glowing
orange mushrooms that she had encountered in the tunnels
illuminated what they could, and there was also a bit of light
coming in from beyond the water. Though all she could see was a
reflection on the water’s surface, it was the only daylight she had
seen in longer than she could remember. The sun of her dreams was
far different, she now realized. She cried a greasy black tear at
its sight but wiped it off and choked away the needless emotion
before Scarlett took notice.

Buildings ranged from ramshackle huts to
elaborately constructed mansions all within the same view. There
were rich and poor within eyesight of one another, and no one
thought anything of it. In open display was the opulence of the
wealthy, adjacent to penurious people, struggling to put food on
their tables, roofs over their heads, and tattered robes over their
children. The setting was far different than anything Ruby had seen
at home in Lavidia. There, everything had been segregated. The
conditions seemed much more cramped here though.

The smell of the city was a rather unique
combination. The sea’s salty waters mixed with the filth of the
people living there to form something altogether new but nothing
desirable. Ruby, however, didn’t have the same olfactory senses she
used to, and it didn’t bother her like it once would have.

Gloomport was a city full of criminals and
rogues. There was no law or order beyond getting away with what you
could. It was who you knew and how you were connected that
determined an individual’s place in the city. Gangs controlled
everything, and there was no true leadership beyond them.

Thinking of where the city was on a map,
Gloomport was farther away from her home than she would have liked.
The subterranean city was far to the southeast, along the coast
there. The best path would be to get transport to Elythine and then
go north to her home. This presented a problem, because coin was
king in Gloomport, and Ruby had nothing to trade. Getting out of
the city might be just as difficult as anything she’d faced as of
yet. Swimming was out of the question, as the edge of the city was
littered with jagged rocks protruding up from the surface, and the
tide would crush them against those rocks before they could make it
to land. What she really needed was a ship and crew.

Walking into the city, Ruby began to ponder
how she was going to make that happen. Despite her ghastly
appearance and Scarlett’s demonic form, the people they passed by
didn’t really pay them the attention the princess would have
expected. Though the city had a heavy criminal nature to it, that
didn’t mean that there weren’t typical civilians there. She passed
by small shops and storefronts like she would have seen in Lavidia.
Everything about them seemed very normal, and not quite what she
suspected the dark city would contain.

Shattering the momentary comfort, a young
woman’s shrill scream echoed through the streets. No one walking by
paid it any notice, continuing with their own lives and ignoring
her calls. The girl cried out again in protest to something.

“What is that?” Scarlett asked the
princess.

“I’m not sure,” Ruby replied. “But I don’t
like it.”

She followed the loud calls into an alleyway
behind a tailor’s shop, where she found a man dressed in dyed red
leathers raping a young woman against a pile of stacked crates. The
girl pleaded for him to stop, but her cries were only met with
vicious thrusts. When she still wouldn’t be silent, the man smacked
her across the face, splattering the blood from her nose against
the wood of the boxes and bricks of the building.

Rage seethed through the princess like she
had never felt before. Her body burned inside. The poison, which
she had held in check, began to drip once more from her mouth, and
not only from there. It oozed from each of her eyes, out her nose,
from her hairline and ears. It was everywhere, and it was a color
darker than she had ever produced before.

Ruby was behind him, before she even realized
she had moved. She placed one hand on his shoulder, and with
strength she didn’t know she had, she threw him off the young girl.
The rapist landed in a pile of discarded trash beside a door
leading into the shop. He seemed more confused by the interruption
than anything else.

Looking up at the princess’ oozing form, he
asked, “What… are you?”

She dripped the sludge onto one of her hands
and walked over to him. Grabbing the man’s still erect member, Ruby
spit at him, “I’m the poison princess!”

She let go of him, as the man screamed in
horror and grabbed himself. Ruby watched as the flesh grew dark and
rapidly decomposed. That which had marked him as a man rotted off
and fell to the ground. Despite the horrors happening to him, the
rapist grabbed what was left of it and somehow managed to get up
and flee the alleyway.

Ruby turned back and tried to calm herself.
Her breathing slowed, and soon, the poison ceased dripping from her
various orifices. Scarlett walked up to her, brandishing a tissue
from seemingly out of nowhere and wiped the sludge from the
princess’ face. Once she was done, it vanished similarly. At that
point, the girl who had been attacked stood, having covered herself
back up.

“Why did you do that?” the girl demanded
angrily, tears streaking down her face. “Why couldn’t you just
leave it alone?”

Ruby looked over at the woman. “What are you
talking about? I had to do something.”

“Do you not know who that was?” the girl
asked.

“Does it matter? He got what he
deserved.”

“He was a member of the Underlaw. He’s going
to have us all killed now.”

“What is the Underlaw?” Scarlett asked.

“You’re kidding,” the young woman said.

Ruby and her horned servant exchanged
nonplussed glances.

“You’re not kidding,” she stated.

“Who are they?” Ruby asked.

“You’re not from around here, are you?
 Can’t imagine how you’d end up in Gloomport without knowing.
They take what they want. Anyone who stands in their way, dies. I
didn’t want him to…” she looked back to where she had been
assaulted. “But it was better than them doing it anyway and then
killing my whole family afterward. You’ve ruined that. Now, they’re
going to kill us.”

“I…” Ruby started.

“There is one rule in Gloomport!” the girl
screamed. “Keep to yourself!” She walked forward, past the princess
and Scarlett and entered the tailor shop.

Ruby turned and watched the girl go inside,
to see an older man comfort her. The princess had to assume that he
was her father, and that he knew what was happening in the alley.
What kind of city was this where a father stood by while his
daughter was raped? Who were these men called the Underlaw that
ruled with such fear? Ruby was not content to sit idly by and watch
them destroy lives like that. She had been given power in the form
of her poison, and it would be irresponsible to let it go to
waste.

The princess followed the girl into the
tailor shop and asked, “They’ll be coming back?”

The young girl wiped the tears from her eyes
and turned around. “What?”

“You said they would kill your family,” Ruby
explained. “I take that to mean that this Underlaw will return. Is
that correct?”

“Yes.”

“Then we will stay. I’ll make sure you’re
safe.”

“You can’t make us safe. Don’t you
understand? No one stands against them. This city is theirs.”

“Not anymore,” Ruby said. “I’m changing the
way this works.”

“You really think you can stand against
them?”

“I do.”

“Then you’re a fool.” The young girl stormed
up the stairs of the shop and slammed a door. Through the ceiling,
her cries could still be heard beneath.

“She’s not wrong,” the older man said before
sitting down in a creaky old chair. “It is a fool’s errand to
resist the Underlaw.”

“Why? What will they do?”

The old man stared blankly at the racks of
clothes in his store. “They’ll kill us all.”

Ruby could see that the man was not going to
be too interested in conversation. She looked at the contents of
the store and then down at herself. She had gotten so used to the
hardened poison covering her bare skin, that she forgot she was
essentially naked.

“What was your name?” Ruby asked the man.

“Luther.” He pointed upstairs, his eyes
remaining transfixed on the nothingness in front of him.
“Daughter’s name is Clare.”

“Luther, could I ask you for one of your
dresses?”

The man waved his hand dismissively,
indicating that he did not care at all.

“Thank you.”

Ruby began to look through the racks of
clothes, while Scarlett followed her.

“Why did you do that?” the demon asked
her.

“What?”

“Save that girl. Offer to help them. Why do
you concern yourself with their troubles? You have your own
problems to confront.”

“I can’t walk away from injustice,” Ruby
explained. “This place is wrong, and I have to put it right.”

“The world’s problems aren’t yours, my
princess. It is alright if you let some go.”

“Not this one. I can repair this.”

“Do you understand the cost?”

“What is your meaning?”

“That doesn’t matter,” Scarlett said.

Ruby frowned and pulled a dark purple dress
from the rack. She walked back to the man, still seated in his
chair.

“Luther, is there somewhere I could get
cleaned up?”

He pointed to a doorway.

“Thank you for your generosity, Luther.”

The man offered little more than a grunt.

Ruby began to walk toward the room, when
Scarlett asked, “Will you need a hand, my princess?”

“Stay here and keep them safe,” she
replied.

“Are you absolutely sure I can’t help you get
clean? Give you a proper lather?” Scarlett called after her one
more time.

“Stay here. Watch after them.”

“Rats.”

“Maybe next time,” Ruby said turning back to
Scarlett with a raised eyebrow, before she closed the door. “Maybe
next time? Why did I say that?” she whispered to herself
frantically. She was sexually attracted to a demon from the nether
realm. Scarlett, her seductress, was growing closer to her with
each passing day, and she didn’t think she could resist her for
much longer. She didn’t think she wanted to anymore. She was going
to have to admit that to herself sooner or later, but it wasn't
only that.

Ruby was starting to lose herself in the
persona that she had adopted, this poison princess. She had
attacked a man and turned his manhood into a rotting, festering
mass of disgusting flesh, and then guaranteed the safety of a pair
of strangers being threatened by a violent gang. Who had she
become? Could she actually stop what was coming for this innocent
tailor and his daughter? Was the poison princess enough to protect
them? She didn’t know, but there was a certain level of confidence
building inside her.

Ignoring all of that, the princess laid out
the dress on a table and then stepped inside the cold water of a
wooden tub situated near the center of the room. Bending over in
the water, Ruby cupped the water and rinsed it over her skin. She
had to scrape and scrub fairly rigorously to get some of the
encrusted poison off of her, but after a short while, she got to a
point where she was feeling clean enough to put on the new dress.
Stepping out of the dirty, black water, Ruby found a towel and
dried herself off.

She picked up the dress from the table and
examined it. The fabric was certainly of a lower quality than that
which she was used to in the castle, but she didn’t mind. Unlike
Scarlett and her predilection for nudity, Ruby felt that any
clothes would be a comfort at that point. The dress was dark purple
with black stitching at the intersections of fabric and looked nice
enough. The strings at the back proved difficult to tie herself, so
she opened the door and called for Scarlett to give her a hand.

There was no response, so she went out to
find what had happened. The princess found Luther still seated in
his chair, and his disposition was the same.

“Luther? Where is Scarlett?”

“The other? She’s gone out.”

“What?” Ruby asked. “Where did she go?”

“Didn’t say. Said that thing…” He pointed to
Sniggle. “…would protect us while she was out.”

Ruby scoffed, “That’ll be the day.”


Chapter 14. Spiders and Deceit

 In a way, Gloomport reminded Scarlett of
the nether realm. Of her home. Dark. Dirty. Ruled by the strong.
She knew she could fit in there for however long she and her
princess would be there. It was a place where you took what you
could get and damn those that got in the way. The demon didn’t
understand why Ruby wanted to save those people from their own
choices, but she also realized she wasn’t going to change her
princess’ mind on the matter. Only time and tragedy would do that,
and they would surely change her by the end. She looked forward to
the woman she would inevitably become, but in the meantime, she had
to make sure that Ruby made it out of Gloomport alive.

That meant making sure her princess had the
poison she needed. If the Underlaw were as much of a threat as the
tailor’s daughter seemed to indicate, Ruby would be putting herself
in a dangerous position and likely hurting herself in the process.
Scarlett therefore would need to be there to mend those wounds, so
she had left the shop in search of a source of poison.

The demon was new to Nabiria, but if
Gloomport was anything like other towns in Ruby’s world, she
suspected that there was an alchemist of some sort nearby. The
craft had the vaguest touches of magic in its work, so she
understood the profession’s desire. Alchemy was a way for those
without an inherent ability to shape magic, to still touch
greatness. It was weak, of that, she had no doubt, but in its own
way, it was still admirable and certainly still useful. Something
about humanity’s desire to always reach farther than their own
grasp was intriguing to her. Amusing if nothing else anyway.

Her princess, on the other hand, had no
limitation. That was one of the reasons that Scarlett was so
attracted to her. Why she chose her to bond with. She would know
greatness, and she would reach it thanks to the infinite darkness
brewing inside her soul. It was beautiful for the demon to
witness.

Scarlett made her way to a part of town where
storefronts like Luther’s lined the street. Why the tailor hadn’t
set up shop there, she didn’t know. Walking down the street, she
inspected each of the business’ signs hanging above the doors, in
the windows, or staked in the ground outside in search of one
advertising alchemical compounds. There was a gambling house called
the Weighted Die, a bar by the name of the Briny Barrel, and an inn
called the Whispering Walls. The names had such color. The demon
quite liked this place. Dark, dreary and colorful all at the same
time. She kept walking and found what she had searched for in the
form of a shop called the Copper Goblet.

The demon twisted the metal knob and opened
the creaking door, causing a bell overhead to chime. The shop’s
smell was incredibly musty and complicated, as various roaming
chemical aromas were combined in her nostrils. She’d only been in
Nabiria for a short time, and never before had she come across any
smells so amazing, and to have them all in one place made it even
more overwhelming. If her home were to have had a smell, she
thought it would be just like that little shop in the dimly lit
town carved into the cove of a great mountain.

As the name of the shop suggested, there was
a large copper goblet situated at the center of the room,
surrounded by a plethora of flowers, liquids sealed in glass tubes,
animal body parts, and arcane artifacts even her demonic eyes
couldn’t identify.

An older woman sat behind the counter of the
shop, slowly turning the pages of an old tome, licking her fingers
between each page flip. Her hair had greyed, and it was woven into
braids that fell to either side of her head and rested on her
shoulders. She wore a burgundy dress with a little black coat over
the top. Layers of jewelry hung around her neck, glittering and
reflecting the light of the candles that were lit around the edges
of the room.

Scarlett approached the old woman at the
counter and began to ask something, but the shop owner raised a
wrinkled finger up to silence her. The old woman turned the page of
her tome, while maintaining the finger in the air. The demon did
not like being made to wait. She had bided her time long enough in
the nether realm, and she now found her time too valuable to be
wasted. The elderly shop owner turned the pages in her book two
more times before finally looking up at Scarlett. When she did,
there was a glint in her eye that made the demon think, she’d
recognized Scarlett for what she was. That didn’t mean she was
going to say anything. The tailor and his daughter had indicated
that the people in Gloomport kept their mouths shut, when they saw
something that didn’t affect them. The old woman had thus far
followed that philosophy as well.

“Can I help you?” she asked, finally putting
her finger down. The woman then grabbed a long black feather,
placed it at the center of the book’s crease to mark her place, and
closed it shut.

“Poison,” Scarlett replied. “I need
poison.”

“What does a--” The old woman stopped herself
a moment before rephrasing. “What do you need with poison?”

“My needs are my own, which I suggest you
remember.”

“I merely wish to assess your requirements,
so that I can provide you with the toxin suited best for that
purpose,” the old woman said with a dry smile the demon didn’t
appreciate.

Scarlett shook her head. “That doesn’t
matter. As strong as you can manage, as deadly as you can
concoct.”

“It is death you seek then? I can create such
an item, but what do you have to exchange?”

The demon raised an eyebrow. The elderly shop
owner was up to something. “Is there something you have in mind,
crone?”

“You look like an individual who has access
to much…” she looked up to Scarlett’s horns. “Power.”

The demon smiled. She knew where the woman
was going. She would take full advantage. “Are you quite sure you
want to deal with me?”

“Are you willing or not?” the old woman asked
with dead eyes.

Scarlett shrugged her shoulders. “Fine. What
is it you want?”

“Youth.”

“Youth? Is that all?”

“I imagine it matters little to a timeless
thing such as you, but for a mortal, it is everything.”

Scarlett rolled her eyes. “Fine. It is your
choice, after all.”

The horned demon reached out and grabbed the
woman’s wrist, twisting it and holding it down against the counter.
The woman squirmed at the pain, but Scarlett held up a single
finger on her other hand, indicating for the crone to wait. The red
polished fingernail extended out into a sharp point, and she took
it and pricked the elderly woman’s index finger, causing blood to
flow out and pool there. Scarlett then let go of the woman’s wrist
and retrieved a furled scroll from the absence of space. She placed
it on the counter and unrolled it, holding it there in display.

“Sign it, and we shall have an accord,” she
explained coldly.

“There are no terms,” she protested.

“The terms have already been negotiated.
Youth for poison.”

The elderly woman’s eyes narrowed to slits,
but suspicions or otherwise, she looked down at the parchment and
scraped her bloody finger along the rough paper, signing her name.
Scarlett then took the vellum and furled it back up before tucking
it away where she had retrieved it from.

“Well?” the old crone said. “I don’t feel any
different.”

“Payment upon delivery. Brew the poison. Brew
it strong.”

The alchemist glared at Scarlett, but she
ultimately did as instructed. She got out from behind the counter,
when it was revealed that she was in fact, a great deal shorter
than she looked, having been standing on a stool. She hobbled
around the shop gathering ingredients of a wide assortment before
returning and throwing them one by one into a smaller cauldron than
the one on display in the center of the room. This smaller one was
attached to a rotating handle that allowed it to be pushed or
pulled out of the nearby-lit fireplace. Scarlett wasn’t sure what
all was thrown into the pot, but she recognized a handful of
things.

There were a few mushrooms dropped in, some
whole and some cut into thin slices. The woman poured in a foul
smelling liquid that the demon’s novice senses couldn’t quite
place, but it made her think of death or sickness. Next, the woman
pulled a pair of spiders out from a clear, glass jar and placed
them one by one in a clay mortar. Tipping a small sampling of a
grey powder in from a full paper bag marked with a skull and cross
bones, the old woman picked up a pestle as well. She ground the
spiders into a disgusting black paste, and when satisfied, dropped
the contents into the pot. After scraping every last bit of the
crushed spiders out of the mortar and into the cauldron with her
finger, the hag enthusiastically licked the finger clean. Lastly,
the elderly alchemist retrieved a section of a green vine and
dropped it into the mix.

The old crone pushed the cauldron over the
fire, and using a long, wooden spoon, stirred her concoction. She
then stoked the fire for a few minutes, until the dark green liquid
in the cauldron began to boil and bubble. The woman stirred her
mixture again, and after letting it boil so that it nearly bubbled
out, she swung it back around and out of the fire. Leaning over the
pot, she deeply breathed in the smell of the fluid and nodded to
herself.

“It’s ready,” she commented.

The woman grabbed a container that resembled
a flask that was made of glass, and she sat it on a table. Wedging
two thick books on either side to hold it in place, the alchemist
grabbed a pot with a long handle and dipped it into the murky,
green substance, careful not to let any of it touch her skin.
Grabbing a large batch of the liquid, she swung the pot over to the
flask and slowly poured the contents into the smaller container
with a precision that didn’t suit her age. Once the glass was full,
she poured the excess back into the cauldron and left the pot
leaning near the fireplace. Grabbing a cork, she then squeezed it
into the top of the flask, closing it tight.

The old hag picked up the container and
tentatively handed it to the horned demon. “And as for your side of
the deal?”

“It is done,” Scarlett said, snatching the
flask from her.

“Have you tried to trick me? I am the same as
ever.”

“I have given you your youth even if you
cannot yet see it. I have reversed your aging process, just as you
requested. Time now flows backward for you. Every day you will wake
up and be younger.”

“I will?” The old woman smiled, revealing
several black and rotten teeth. “Until when? How long until the
spell wears off? When will it stop?”

“Stop?” Scarlett giggled. “It will never
stop, you old fool. You will grow younger with every passing day,
until the one that you simply cease to exist.”

“That’s not what I wanted. That wasn’t the
deal!”

“Be grateful for what I’ve given you, witch.
You deserve it not.”

The horned demon then left the alchemist’s
shop, vial in hand, leaving the horrified old woman behind.
Everything she had said, of course, was simply untrue. Scarlett had
no such power to grant wishes based on deals like that. It was
utter nonsense. That elderly woman would die of age, that was true,
but it would be old age, not youth. She didn’t know where so many
people got the impression that demons of the nether realm could
grant such requests, but if they were foolish enough to believe it,
she would take them for whatever they were worth. After all, that
was the way of Gloomport - take what you can. She could, and she
did. Tricking the woman into thinking she would get the worst
variation of what she’d wanted had just been a bit of fun. She had
been cooped up in those caverns nursing Ruby back to health for so
long, that she needed to stretch her legs and enjoy herself, while
she could. Maybe she’d gone stir crazy down in those depths. It was
hard to say. Whatever the case, she’d enjoyed the deception and was
now eager to get back to her princess.

Walking back through the city, Scarlett made
her way toward the tailor shop. As she turned the corner onto the
street where the shop was located, the demon could see a commotion
rumbling just outside it. Her speed increased, fearing that her
princess may have already bitten off more than she could chew.
Getting closer, she saw her worries were justified, as Ruby was
surrounded on all sides by what she could only assume were members
of this Underlaw she’d heard about. Their motives looked grim, but
Scarlett would not allow harm to come to her princess.


Chapter 15. Toxic Maelstrom

 Ruby was concerned about where her demon
servant had gone to. She’d given her specific orders to stay at the
tailor’s, while she got cleaned up, but now she was nowhere to be
seen. Scarlett had taken every opportunity to remind the princess
that she was loyal to her, but Ruby began to worry that she had
been deceived by the horned demon. Maybe she’d gotten what she
needed and was abandoning her now that she had form in the
world.

The princess decided to go outside to look
for her, but as soon as she stepped out the front door of the
building, she saw that trouble was on the way. A group of men
dressed in similar dyed red leather, carrying weapons ranging from
swords, daggers, bows and arrows, short axes, and even a few war
hammers. The man whose genitals she had rotted off stood with them,
but he needed help in walking and was propped up by another member
of the Underlaw. She smiled thinking about what she had done to
him.

A part of her, now buried deep inside,
regretted what she had gotten herself involved in and wished she
could flee, but the poisoned portions of her relished the
opportunity to do further harm to these men. Ruby walked forward to
meet them in front of the shop, having no sign of fear. The poison
had buried that wasted emotion, masking it instead with a dark
confidence in her toxic abilities. The idea that this was too much
for her to take on didn’t even enter her mind. Pride had clouded
her judgment.

The men of the Underlaw each stopped some
distance away from her, wrapping in a semicircle around the
princess. Each of them brandished their weapon of choice, eyeing
Ruby with malicious intent. She didn’t even notice, but the streets
had cleared completely except for them and her. There was no one
else in Gloomport with any desire to get in these men’s way. She
stood alone. Even Scarlett had left her. It mattered not. She would
handle these men before dealing with her demon’s
insubordination.

“She’s the one,” the recently castrated
eunuch declared.

“Hello…” she paused and thought for a moment
with a smile spread across her face. “What do I call you lot?
Underlawyers? That’s frankly not very intimidating.”

“It’s irrelevant what you call us,” another
of their number said in a harsh voice. “You won’t live long enough
to matter.”

Clearly, this was the man in charge. Covering
one of his eyes diagonally was a black cloth that wrapped around
and tied behind his head. The rag pushed up his shaggy brown hair
and partially covered an old scar that ran from under the cloth
down to his jawbone, where the hair of his otherwise full beard
didn’t grow. He was carrying a pair of battle-axes, one in each
hand, and he wore the same dyed leathers as the rest of his gang.
He stood more than six feet tall with a wide but muscular
build.

“Just try it,” Ruby said, as she gently
turned that lever inside her chest.

The purple poison began to drip from her
lips, already staining the brand new dress. Due to the color of the
fabric, however, it was far less noticeable than it had been on the
bright yellow dress she’d worn all those years ago. She held both
her hands under the venom’s flow, covering both entirely in the
toxic sludge.

The princess began a little pace, but this
was different from what she usually engaged in. The path was short
and quick, allowing her to move back and forth every couple feet or
so. She examined what she knew would soon become her opponents,
deciding how best to deal with their threat.

The leader of the Underlaw did not step
forward to attack her. Instead, he nodded to a pair of his men to
his side. One carried a lit torch, while the other had a bow and
arrows. He retrieved from his quiver an arrow with a tip that was
wrapped in a white cloth, and he held it in the fire of the torch.
Once it was lit, he notched the arrow in his bow, and rather than
targeting Ruby, he aimed at the tailor’s shop behind her.

“No!” she shouted.

Before the princess could take any further
action, the arrow had been loosed. She turned, only able to watch,
as the metal tip lodged in the roof of the shop, and the fire
quickly spread over the surface. Ruby couldn’t stand by and let
these people’s home burn. She spit a glob of venom in her hands and
hurled it up to the roof. The ball of poisonous spit landed with a
splat and suppressed the flames for the moment.

When Ruby turned back to face the Underlaw,
she saw that Scarlett had returned to her. The demon had managed to
conjure a scythe from thin air, and she swung it behind the line of
gang members. Her swipe connected with the necks of three separate
men, and each of their heads came tumbling to the ground, soon
followed by their decapitated bodies. Scarlett moved forward past
their line and joined the princess at her side.

They had no time for a reunion, however, as
the remaining members of the Underlaw moved into action. More
flaming arrows were fired at the tailor shop, while those with
melee weapons rushed Ruby and Scarlett. The princess had nothing to
use against such weaponry, but her demon servant lurched forward
and seemed quite comfortable using the magically manifested scythe
in combat.

Ruby, instead, let her poison continue to be
her weapon. One of the Underlaw approached her, so the princess
ratcheted the lever in her chest like she had only done once
before. The stream of toxins from her mouth increased into a
spewing torrent, as it poured over the man, covering his flesh from
head to toe. The man flopped to the ground, dead before he landed,
but Ruby knew that she could not keep that pace up. She needed to
control the poison, or she would run into the same problem as
before, not having the strength to function.

She stopped the flow of poison entirely and
looked for an alternative. The man she just showered had been one
of the few carrying a war hammer, and the weapon looked light
enough for Ruby to wield effectively. The hammer consisted of a
long, thin, metal rod with a head about the size of her fist. It
had been coated in her poison already, and she believed she could
manage such a weapon. Ruby picked up the hammer, and though it was
heavier than it looked, she was indeed able to wield it.

Another member of the Underlaw approached her
and ferocity unknown to the princess found itself unleashed.
Swinging the poisoned hammer wildly, Ruby brought the head of the
weapon against the man’s jaw. She could hear the crunch of bone and
teeth, and when the venomous sludge connected with his skin, the
flesh of his face began to rot and fester. Despite her notable lack
of combat training or experience, Ruby discovered that she was a
competent warrior thanks to the dark poison at her core that was
driving her actions.

Even though she found herself able to fight
back, the princess and her demon servant were heavily outnumbered.
Ruby realized this and backed up toward the tailor’s shop that was
now burning more than she could hope to extinguish. To give them an
advantage, she spewed forth a stream of her poison in an arc around
her and Scarlett to prevent any more attackers from getting
close.

“Scarlett!” Ruby yelled, deflecting the
strike of a sword with her war hammer. “Get Clare and Luther! Take
them out the back.”

The demon dodged a blow and then swung back
with her scythe, opening the man’s guts. “What? What about
you?”

The princess spit in the face of her
attacker, blinding him and causing him to drop his weapon. She
followed it up with a downward bash of the hammer, crushing his
skull into his brains. “I’m fine! Go!”

Scarlett gave her a displeased look, but she
started that way regardless. She folded the magically manifested
scythe back into whatever space she had retrieved it from and
stepped onto the tailor’s porch. Before she entered the shop
though, the horned demon turned back to Ruby. “Here!” She tossed
the flask full of a green poison and then entered the flaming
shop.

The princess caught the flask, and she now
understood where her demon servant had gone - to get her a poison
potion. She wasn’t sure how she had acquired such a thing, but she
appreciated the gesture. Whatever resentment she had felt for
Scarlett’s temporary abandonment washed away, as she looked down at
what now constituted a gift of life for the princess. Looking back
up, Ruby surveyed her enemies arced around her. They dared not
cross the line of poison, having seen what it could do, so they
stood hesitant on the other side, just watching from a distance.
Their leader, however, was not so willing to simply observe. He
dropped his pair of axes and grabbed the bow from a nearby
underling. Drawing an arrow as well, he notched it, lining it up at
Ruby and unleashed the projectile.

Somehow, the princess thought herself capable
of deflecting such an attack. As you can likely imagine, she was
not. The head of the arrow stuck in her abdomen, and Ruby looked
down to examine it. The pain was intense, but it also served to
further enrage her. She looked back up, her anger boiling over.
Another arrow launched toward her. This one landed in her thigh and
made her fall to one knee. She dropped the war hammer with a thud
to the dark dirt below, and the Underlaw leader grabbed another
arrow to fire yet again.

Ruby would not allow it to go on. She had
lost the tailor’s shop, of that there was no doubt, but she would
not let him beat her entirely. Inside her chest, the princess found
that lever that she was becoming quite familiar with. With an inner
strength that felt like she was going to break the lever entirely,
Ruby flung it open. Poison was unleashed everywhere and from every
part of her body. On both knees, she arched back, her head aiming
to the roof of the cavernous city, as the venom shot out from her
mouth like a malevolent fountain.

The arrow was fired upon her, but it was lost
and utterly devoured by the explosion of toxins. The princess could
see nothing but black, though she did hear the screams of some of
the members of the Underlaw. Unleashing the full strength of her
poison had saved her, but it was too painful. The liquid ripped and
tore at her, clawing its way from her body in whatever way it
could. She thought she might be killed by the poison’s intensity,
its strength matched by her rage in the moment. She wanted to turn
it off, but the lever inside her felt as though it had broken. She
was lost in her fury, as the black venom began to swirl around her
like a terrible storm.

Ruby managed to tilt her head back down, and
she could see that she was in the center of a toxic maelstrom. The
venom rushed around her accompanied by a terrible howling sound,
ripping away at and poisoning anything it came in contact with. It
wasn’t just the gang members. The princess could hear it lapping
against the nearby buildings as well. The poison even got into the
city’s water, flooding it with toxins. It scraped past the rocky
streets, burning and melting them as it swirled violently
around.

Fearing it would never end, Ruby felt a
gentle touch on her shoulder. She recognized the hand as
Scarlett’s. The demon knelt down behind the princess, having
somehow penetrated the spiraling liquid and found her at the
epicenter of the poison maelstrom. Her hands crept around the
princess’ body, embracing her tightly.

“I’ve got you, Ruby,” Scarlett whispered in
her ear.

The touch and her words had a soothing
presence on the princess, and with her demon’s help, Ruby felt like
she could bring the chaotic powers back under her control. Like a
tide pulling the water back, the princess sucked the poisons inside
her body. The black fluid seethed through her skin, flooded her
choking throat, and violently penetrated any orifice it found. She
thought she might drown from so much liquid, but she persevered.
Pulling the poison back inside herself rivaled the pain of letting
it out, but the storm of toxins began to fade. Ruby gasped for air
and wished for it to just end, while her demon continued to hold
her in her arms.

When the poison finally cleared and swept
back inside her, she could see that some of the members of the
Underlaw had died, but whatever others remained had fled her
terrible eruption. Though the tailor’s shop had burned, the poison
had extinguished all flames. This didn’t matter, as the waves of
sludge completely destroyed what remained of the shop. The tailor
and his daughter, however, were not the only ones to have suffered
at her hands. The extent of the damage was much greater. The
maelstrom that Ruby had unleashed had gotten wildly out of her
control. Areas of the entire street much further than she would
have expected were covered in the purple ooze. Many of the
buildings had been demolished by the crashing, swirling waves. All
she’d sought to do was save a girl from a monstrous act. How did
things get so out of hand?

“We need to go,” her demon said, still
hugging her toxic frame.

“I… look what I did…”

“I see it, my princess. That’s why we need to
go. We have to find a way out of Gloomport. I fear these Underlaw
men aren’t the only ones who have an issue with you now.”

Scarlett stood up and helped the princess to
try and stand. The arrows and their injuries washed away with the
maelstrom, but she felt weak after unleashing the roiling storm of
poison, so she dropped back to a squatting position.

“Where is the flask?” her demon asked.

Ruby realized that she must have dropped it.
She looked around in vain. The slimy green fluid that Scarlett had
given her before going into the house was gone, having washed away
somewhere with the waves.

“I don’t know.” Her breaths were heavy, and
she had little energy. She needed the poison. She needed its
sustenance. Her chest felt dry, and every time she swallowed, it
tore at her throat a little more than the last.

“I’ll find it,” Scarlett said. “Just wait
here.”

There was little else she could do, but Ruby
nodded all the same. Her demon servant went down an alleyway where
a large amount of the poison had washed into, while the princess
attempted to catch her breath. Every inhale of air felt like too
little coming too late. She needed more than she was getting. She
spent too much of the poison to drive the men of the Underlaw back.
Looking back up, she realized that it hadn’t been completely
effective. The leader of the gang had braved the toxic liquid
washed all across the street, brandishing his pair of axes and
walking toward Ruby. He was alone, having lost many of his men from
her toxic maelstrom, but that made him no less dangerous.

“You killed my men!” he shouted. “I’ll have
your head, you little whore!”

The princess looked around in an attempt to
find the war hammer that she’d previously used. The weapon too had
been washed away from her and was some distance out of her reach.
Feeling around inside herself, she tried to find any last pocket of
poison that she could use to fight this vicious man. There was
nothing. She was quite simply tapped.

He was on her. The gang leader swung down
with one of the axes. Ruby raised her hands defensively while
simultaneously shifting away from the attack. The blade of the axe
swiped cleanly across the fingers on her left hand, cutting off all
four but leaving the thumb in place. The dismembered digits fell
and landed in the shallow pool of poison beneath her.

She was too much in shock to have screamed
out from the pain. Before, her injuries had led to bleeding, but
now it seemed there was nothing but the noxious venoms dwelling
within her. No red blood trickled from the wounds, just more of the
dark purple liquid. She had none to spare, and as she saw it
dripping from her stumps of fingers, her vision became blurry. It
was only a matter of time before she passed out.

The gang leader snarled at her and raised the
other axe in the air, preparing to strike once more. Before he
could, he was tackled by Scarlett and knocked into the remnants of
poison covering the city street. Though clearly harmed by the
toxins, he still managed to kick the demon off him and stand. Half
of his body was covered by the sludge, and the tumble had dislodged
the dirty rag covering his scarred eye. It too was now layered in
the poison.

The gang leader grimaced from the pain, as
the toxins ate away the flesh of his face. He ignored what was
happening to him and rushed forward, still wielding one of the
axes. Scarlett, meanwhile, had found the poison flask and slid it
through the sludge toward the princess. She picked up the glass,
uncorked the stopper with her teeth, spitting it out to the ground,
and then drank a healthy portion of the poison.

The effect was instantaneous. Her power was
restored, and along with it, Ruby could feel a connection to the
toxins eating away at the gang leader. She found herself hating
him, and rather than simply killing him with the venom, the
princess opted for another direction. Ruby communicated with the
poison sinking into his skin, and she forced it to push deeper. The
semi-sentient fluid delved toward the man’s brain with incredible
alacrity and precision.

The leader of the Underlaw stopped his blade
inches from the princess’ smiling face. She had found a way to
control him with the poison flooding his system. The possession
wouldn’t last forever, and she had to assume he was in terrible
agony by the facial expression he wore, but Ruby had done it. She
had conquered him. Now, he would do her bidding.


Chapter 16. The Black Wave


“Why do you still have fingers?” Ruby asked her demon servant
through gritted teeth. “I thought we were connected. I thought you
felt my pain.”

“We are connected, but it is at a mental
level,” Scarlett explained. “I felt the pain of the attack, if that
is of any solace to you. I know what you experienced.”

“But it is dulled for you?” The princess
looked down at her fingertips leaking the purple poison rather than
blood. “I don’t know how you can stand it otherwise.”

“Yes, it is dulled, but our connection grows
stronger with every passing moment together,” Scarlett explained.
“Soon we will feel everything as one.”

Ruby and her demon had left the poisoned
streets of Gloomport, finding temporary solace near the docks that
ultimately led out of the mouth of the cave. They both sat on
either side of the wooden planks on crates that had been left
there, waiting for a specific ship to make port. The purple imp,
Sniggle, meanwhile had survived the blaze in the tailor shop with
only minor scalding to his semi-liquid body, and he had slept
through the maelstrom that the princess had unleashed. He sat next
to Ruby on the unclaimed crate continuing his slothful slumber.

The leader of the Underlaw, who she now knew
was named Wesley, thanks to her poisonous possession, stood with
them. The name seemed a fairly inapt moniker for such a violent and
malicious villain like him. Ruby took great pleasure in sucking
information from his mind and dominating his actions. Using his
knowledge revealed that there was a ship called the Black Wave
coming into the harbor that day that they could commandeer and use
to leave Gloomport. In addition to controlling the Underlaw gang
members in the city, he also had a crew of what were essentially
pirates that held up trading vessels on the sea. Surely then, Ruby
thought, she could give the order to have him command the crew to
take herself and Scarlett to Elythine. That was her hope,
anyway.

While they waited, the princess stared down
at her dismembered fingers lying in her lap. She’d collected them
after she had acquired control over Wesley and her hope was that
she could reattach them somehow.

“Scarlett,” she began. “You know a lot about
magic. Can you cast a spell to put these back where they
belong?”

“I’m sorry, my princess,” her demon replied.
“Right now my magical abilities are limited. Our bond is not strong
enough to perform such feats. We need to grow closer, before I can
hope to accomplish anything like that.”

“I’d feel closer to you, if you could
reattach my fingers.”

Scarlett smiled pleasantly. “Then allow me to
suggest an alternative, my princess.”

Ruby looked up at her demon with a raised
eyebrow. “Which is?”

“Something more mundane.” Just as when she
had pulled the scythe out of thin air, Scarlett now retrieved and
brandished a simple needle with a spool of thread. “I believe I
could sew them back in place.”

“What good would that do me?” Ruby asked.
“They wouldn’t be the same as they were without some magical
intervention.”

“The method may be mundane, but the
individual is anything but. You are extraordinary, my princess, and
the magics you have flowing within you may compensate for your loss
and reconnect the tissue and bone as they should be.”

Scarlett had a point. In the past, when she
was injured, her body was able to heal itself with the aid of a
toxic substance. There was still about half of the poison flask
left, and she suspected that it would be more than enough to
restore four little fingers.

“Okay,” she finally agreed. “Do it.”

Scarlett laid the needle and thread down on
the crate the princess was seated on and pulled another crate
closer. She sat down, retrieving the tools once again and threaded
a bit through the eye of the needle. Starting with Ruby’s pointer
finger, she pierced the skin of the dismembered limb, and then,
holding it to the injured hand, did the same with the very tender
flesh near the cut. Ruby groaned, gritted her teeth, and clamped
her eyes shut, as she felt the needle slide through her skin,
wishing she had something to numb the pain. Scarlett worked as
quickly as she could, but the princess just wished that the
experience would end. She dared not look at the act, fearing it
would only expose every unbearable penetration in excruciating
detail.

The pain of the piercing needle soon stopped,
but the throbbing sensation left behind stretched all the way down
to her elbow. Ruby opened one eye, allowing an oily black tear to
slide down her cheek. Forcing herself to look down, she saw that
Scarlett had placed the needle and thread down, replacing them with
the glass flask of green poison. The demon uncorked the vial and
carefully slanted the flask over her hand, allowing the tiny drop
to dribble onto the freshly stitched wound. The poison leaked
through the crudely sewn together skin, mixing with the bit of
purple ooze leaking out. As it did, however, the liquid sucked
itself back inside her finger, and the jaggedness of her flesh
aligning with itself evened up. The pallor of her dismembered digit
grew slightly more flush, matching the rest of her admittedly pale
skin. Scarlett then put the flask down and caressed the very tip of
Ruby’s finger, looking up at her with hope in her eyes.

“I feel that!” the princess exclaimed.

“That’s great,” she said. “One down, three to
go.” Scarlett offered her a little sympathetic smile.

Ruby shivered and released a sort of whimper
in response. Again, she told her demon, “Do it.”

The other three fingers’ reattachment went
similarly as the first but no easier. Every time the painful needle
pierced through her flesh, Ruby bit down on her teeth. By the end
of it, greasy black tears stretched down both her cheeks, and
Scarlett’s hands were covered in the poison that was now
essentially the princess’ blood. Just as she had done on the first
three fingers, the demon poured a small drop on the fresh wound,
and the flesh, bone, and muscles underneath mended themselves.
Though they had been reattached, her fingers were still quite sore,
and the injury had not yet vanished. She suspected that the hand
would be weak for some time and the fingers susceptible to falling
off again if put under too much pressure. Her whole body was still
shivering as though she was cold, and she yearned for more of the
poison from the flask.

“How do you feel?” her demon servant asked,
vanishing the thread and needle back to whatever dimension she had
pulled them from.

“They hurt,” Ruby replied. “I need--”

“Take a drink,” Scarlett interrupted her with
a nod. “But you need to conserve it. That bottle needs to last
until we make it to Elythine. I don’t think I can get anymore from
here. I may have burned that particular bridge.”

Ruby nodded in reply and took the poison
flask from her demon servant. She cupped both hands around it and
raised the noxious green fluid to her lips. The liquid dripped down
and coated her dry throat, soothing her every ache. She would have
kept drinking it until its end if Scarlett had not grabbed it and
stopped her. Ruby looked longingly at the scant amount that
remained in the bottom of the flask. She looked pitiable, but her
demon servant did not waver.

“You can’t have anymore, my princess,” she
said solemnly. “I’m sorry.” She picked up the cork, plugged the top
of the flask, and with a roll of her fingers, displaced the poison
from Ruby’s sight.

The princess wanted more, but she knew her
horned demon was right. She needed to distract herself from the
poison and pain. She looked away toward the open cave exit.
“Where’s that ship?” she asked rhetorically, changing the subject
from her throbbing pain.

“Does he know anything?” Scarlett replied,
indicating to the nearly comatose Wesley, standing some feet
away.

“Nothing specific. Just that they’re supposed
to be back today.”

“Mmm.” Scarlett then stood and approached the
edge of the dock, leaning down and running her hands through the
water to clean the poison from them. “What do you intend to do once
we get to Elythine?”

“Go back to Lavidia, of course. My sister
needs me.”

Scarlett looked back up at the princess.
“Ruby, you can’t rush into this. Your sister is bonded to the
craggy hand demon. If you hurt him, you’ll only be hurting your
sister.”

She knew that her servant was right yet
again. She had at least given some thought to where she might find
answers, but there was something in her that made her just want to
hurry toward the craggy hand demon, so that she could crush the
life from him. When she thought like that, the life of Leina seemed
to fade into the background of her mind. She couldn’t allow herself
to think in such a way.

“Elythine is supposed to be the home of many
great sorcerers,” Ruby finally replied. “Maybe they could teach me
something about how to separate Leina from the demon. I also
thought about a place called the Cloister. The monks there are
supposed to have studied the nether realm greatly and developed an
understanding of its relationship to our own. I could look there as
well.”

Scarlett stood back up and returned to the
princess, sitting beside her rather than across. She took Ruby’s
good hand in her own, holding it in her lap. “It sounds like you’re
on the right path. I’m sure together we can find something.”

They sat there on the docks for a couple
hours, where Ruby knew no one would have come looking for them,
before they saw the ship on the horizon. The light of day was
beginning to fade, but the vessel’s outline could barely be made
out against the dimly lit waters in the distance. Both women stood
up, shuffling Sniggle behind them, while Ruby commanded Wesley to
prepare to talk with the pirates.

A few minutes passed before the ship made it
through the cove and to where it docked in Gloomport. The pirates
laid out the wooden ramp leading down to the dock, where she sent
Wesley to intercept them. A man that Ruby learned was the captain
through her mental connection to her poisoned slave was the first
to descend the creaky ramp and approach the Underlaw leader.

He wore a garish blue vest and matching
trousers made of exotic and expensive fabrics, and his dirty blonde
hair was wild and long, falling behind him to his shoulders and
back. The exposed skin of his arms and chest were covered in
tattoos, and he had a black bandana wrapped around his bicep.
Hanging from his waist was a pair of bells that jingled softly with
each step he took.

“What happened to your face?” the captain
asked in a strange accent she didn’t recognize.

She wasn’t interested in Wesley answering the
question. “I need you to take me and these women to Elythine,”
Wesley said at her command.

“What?” the captain asked.

“We just got here,” one of the pirates behind
him complained. “You can’t send us out again already.”

“You’ll do what I say,” Wesley was ordered to
speak. Ruby also had him grip the handle of the axe at his waist to
intimidate any of the crew that weren’t taking the command
seriously enough. “Unload the haul and prepare to ship out.”

The men took notice of the bloodied axe
strung through his belt and the generally horrible shape he was in.
Without saying anything else, the crew began to unload the ship of
the stolen cargo. The captain, however, was not as quick to
relinquish his power over the crew and his vessel.

“I don’t know what’s happened to you since I
was gone, but our arrangement hasn’t changed,” the captain replied.
“You may scare the people of Gloomport with your little Underlaw
gang, but the Black Wave is my ship. You need me, so silence your
little threats and get out of my way.”

Wesley’s operation in the dark city may have
needed the pirates to bring goods in and out of Gloomport, but Ruby
had no such need of them. She only needed transport to Elythine.
Beyond that, she had no loyalties or designs on them. The captain
was the only one not afraid of Wesley, it seemed, so he needed to
be culled. The princess forced her poisoned captive to grab the axe
at his side, and she had him swing it across the pirate’s neck.
Blood spurted out at the gang leader, spraying his face in the warm
liquid. Though it wasn’t her own skin, Ruby could almost feel the
sticky, wet substance dripping off his face. The pirate grabbed his
throat, attempting to stymie the blood loss, as he fell to his
knees. Wesley moved forward, brushing him to the side, causing him
to fall and land with a splash in the murky waters beside the deck.
Wiping the blood from his axe on his pants, he boarded the
ship.

“Does anyone else have anything to say?” Ruby
forced him to ask.

There was no response from the clearly
intimidated pirates.

“Then unload the haul, prepare to ship out to
Elythine, and extend every courtesy to our guests.” The dominated
gang leader gestured back to Ruby and Scarlett, and the terrified
pirates set to following his orders. The princess grabbed Sniggle,
resting her poisonous pet on her shoulder and accompanied Scarlett
up the ramp and onto the deck of the ship.

The Black Wave’s crew was dressed in varying
clothes, having no standard uniform to speak of. The one thing they
did have in common, however, was their salty, sweaty stench. After
prolonged time on the water and poor grooming practices, they had
acquired a particular smell that hit Ruby like walking into a wall,
as soon as she stepped on board the vessel. This scent was enough
to unbalance even the princess, and she was forced to wave a hand
in front of her face in an attempt to rid herself of the odor.

The men, meanwhile, went below deck,
gathering various crates and chests and carrying them onto the
docks. Some of the cargo was fairly standard and probably not worth
much, but others matched the stories she had heard of pirates
looting chests of coin and treasure. One pirate carried such a haul
past the princess, but he stumbled, and a bit of the contents
tumbled out and onto the deck of the ship. Catching her eye was a
brooch made of shining white pearls, combined together into one
large piece on a silver backing.

Picking up the brooch, Ruby asked, “What is
this?”

The pirate put down the chest and picked up
the other dropped items, as he seemed hesitant to answer her.

“She asked you a question,” she had Wesley
say. “I expect you answer her.”

“Yes… yes, of course,” the subservient pirate
answered to Wesley. Turning back to Ruby, he explained, “That
particular item came from a woman on a vessel from the east…
madam.”

Ruby turned the collection of pearls over in
her fingers. “And what happened to the woman that had worn it?”

The pirate would not meet her eyes. “Dead,
madam.”

The princess thought she should have been
angry that these men had likely raped and killed the woman along
with whatever other crew was on board her vessel, but that didn’t
matter. She needed their help to get out of Gloomport. Besides, as
she looked into the perfectly spherical orbs, Ruby lost any
conscience for this piece of jewelry’s former owner. Now, it was
hers. She pinned the brooch to her purple dress, just below her
left shoulder. The fingers of her left hand resisted such delicate
work, but she forced herself to use them in an attempt to hurry the
healing process.

The pirate was still looking up at her, when
she finished pinning it on. “Back to it,” she ordered him in a
harsh tone.

He did as she said, and soon the crew had
finished unloading the vessel of the stolen treasures and storing
them on the Gloomport dock. The crew then assembled on the deck,
awaiting orders from their new captain.

“Well?” Wesley asked. “What are you waiting
for? I said we’re going to Elythine.”

“What about the haul?” one of the pirates
asked. “You want we should just leave it there.”

“My men will come and collect it soon,” the
possessed gang leader was made to say.

The pirate who’d asked seemed hesitant to
abandon the treasure there unguarded, but regardless, he still
followed the order, as did the rest of the crew. In truth, Ruby
realized that no one would be coming for it, now that the Underlaw
was scattered and hopefully defeated. She’d destroyed most of them
with her maelstrom, along with many homes and businesses that were
unfortunate enough to be nearby. Though not her intention, she did
hope that leaving the pirates’ stolen treasure there would prove to
be a way of repaying the people for the damage that she had done.
She wasn’t even certain whether or not she had hurt anyone in the
chaos. Leaving the treasure there was almost a hollow gesture, as
she found herself not caring that much for the innocents of the
town. Even the tailor and his daughter had fled from her
thoughts.

As the pirates began to leave the docks, Ruby
and Scarlett found the captain’s quarters and went inside. She
would leave the running of the ship up to her poisoned minion, but
the Black Wave was now hers.


Chapter 17. It Was This Big


A storm roiled and thundered outside the windows. Lightning ripped
through the black night, and the turbulent seawater splashed
against the wood of the ship. The vessel moaned and creaked, as
though it was going to give into the crashing waves and the fierce,
howling wind, but it persevered nevertheless. Despite sealed
windows, the water had somehow found its way into the musty old
cabin. The wood of the ship had a distinct smell that had filled
her senses since their departure, but it was mixed with the salty
smell of the sea as well. The captain of the Black Wave had not
kept tidy quarters, and the room stank of his scent.

A seafaring life would not have suited the
princess, she realized. With every sway of the vessel, she could
feel her stomach shift and lurch within her. If she could’ve
vomited like a normal person, she probably would have. Such as she
was, the poison inside her didn’t allow for such a purge. She and
Scarlett had spent the majority of the voyage in the captain’s
quarters, with Wesley stationed at the door in case any crew came
by asking questions.

Ruby hadn’t let the Underlaw leader sleep
more than a few minutes in days. The princess had allowed him to
drink and eat only enough to stay alive, functioning, and playing
his part. She was effectively torturing him, and she was not upset
at his clear distress. After what he had done and tried to do, she
believed him to deserve such a fate. She wasn’t wrong. Regardless,
Wesley had lost several pounds over the journey, his eyes were
bloodshot, and his skin was greasy and pale. His poisoned and
decaying flesh had grown to encompass more of his face since they
left Gloomport, and he looked more ghastly than the princess
would’ve liked. The smell of the flesh was drawing attention from
the crew, but Ruby didn’t find herself actually bothered by it. Her
senses were a bit off since the poisoning attempt. She had Wesley
use the cloth that had been previously used as an eye patch to
conceal as much festering skin as it could, but the endeavor was a
bit futile. Too much skin had been infected in the struggle in
Gloomport. The crew acted very suspicious of him after he’d killed
their captain and brought two strange women on board, but for the
moment, they continued to follow his orders.

Worse still, the poison in Wesley’s body
continued to eat deeper into his body, and there was little Ruby
could do to slow its progress. He was going to die, and her great
fear was that it would be before the Black Wave made port in
Elythine. What would the crew do then, she wondered. They had no
loyalty to Ruby and her demon servant. Surely, they would turn on
the pair of women, and the princess had very little capacity to
fight them off. Controlling Wesley had been draining to her
venomous powers, and she had used up almost all of the toxic
reserves they’d brought on board. The last time she had seen it,
the poison flask had only but a drop pooled into the deepest curved
bubble at the bottom of the glass. Scarlett had been keeping it
away from Ruby in hopes of rationing the fluid, but there wasn’t
enough left to hold onto at that point. The next swig would have to
last her until they arrived in Elythine, where she would have to
find another way to poison herself.

She wished for the journey to simply be over
and for them to arrive safely in the southern kingdom. A growing
pit in the princess’ stomach said that this would not be the case.
Ruby and Scarlett both sat in the captain’s stinking and stained
bed, leaning against its backboard. Neither was able or needed to
sleep, so the choppy journey had been experienced in its entirety.
Sniggle, as you might expect did not have any such problems. He
slept soundly at the foot of the bed like a loyal hound, oblivious
to the chaos outside. The storm that the Black Wave experienced
now, however, was different than it had been. The waves were
growing higher and more violent, and the sounds of the ship no
longer sounded as though they were natural or expected.

A loud crack exploded at what sounded like
the center of the ship. It couldn’t be ignored, and the thunderous
blast couldn’t have been confused for part of the storm. It was too
close. Ruby had to send Wesley out to investigate it. She forced
him to open the door, and the sounds erupted into the small room.
Thunder roared, and the wind screeched past. The princess thought
it sounded like nature simply wanted to destroy something that
night, and the ship played the role of its victim.

Wesley shut the door, as he walked out into
the storm. He was drenched to the bone within seconds. Grabbing the
first pirate he saw, he asked, “What was that?”

Pointing to the cracked mast at the center of
the ship, the pirate answered, “See for yourself!”

The man then frantically ran off, joining the
rest of the crew in attempting to somehow save the ship. It was
doomed, however, Ruby realized. The thought didn’t come a moment
early, as Wesley saw something otherworldly rush by. It wasn’t just
a storm. There was something else out there, something that was, in
part, causing this destruction. Then he saw another of what could
clearly be identified as a tentacle. The sea merchants told tales
of terrible beasts roaming the waters, attacking and devouring
unlucky vessels. Survivors were rare, and she could see why, being
trapped in its grip. The beast, apparently ready to attack in
earnest, raised its large, suckered tentacles up from the depths of
the sea and began wrapping them around the hull of the ship.
Several of the pirates were yanked off the deck, while others were
crushed under the weight of the slamming limbs.

While the crew was being picked off, a loose
board of the ship’s hull ripped away because of the intense winds.
The plank flung toward the Underlaw leader and pierced his chest,
pinning him to the wall leading into the captain’s quarters. He was
dead almost instantly. Ruby shivered suddenly, contorting in pain,
from the shared experience of his death.

“What is it?” her horned demon asked.

“Wesley just died.”

“What’s going on out there?”

“The ship isn’t going to make it,” Ruby said,
standing from the bed. “We need to find a way out of here.”

The ship roared again, as shattering wood
fragments and glass from the windows exploded all about the room.
The ceiling ripped off, and the vessel cracked in half. Both women
were knocked to the floor and rolled toward where the center of the
ship used to be. Each was thrown painfully into furniture of the
small room. The door leading out to the deck swung open and the
princess saw her purple imp fall through the nearly horizontal
opening. He was the least of her worries in truth.

Scarlett was upright before the princess
could manage such a feat, and she braved the slanted path over to
Ruby, jumping the distance of the doorway, which led down toward
the mouth of the enormous beast. The demon then helped her master
up from the floor, but neither knew where to go from there. The
ship had been snapped in half, and either side was arched toward
the creature’s terrible maw, open and devouring everything that
fell into it. Everywhere else, there seemed to be slapping,
swarming, and twisting suckered tentacles threatening to grab
anyone that tried to escape. She could smell a scent of decaying
flesh permeating from the beast’s mouth, and it made alternately
slurping and crunching sounds as it ate and swallowed parts of the
Black Wave and its crew.

“Give me the flask!” Ruby yelled at her demon
over the cacophonous roar of the storm, the sea beast, and the
cracking of the ship.

“What are you going to do?” she asked, wary
of what her master was planning.

“Get us out of here!” She held her hand out
to Scarlett, palm up.

Softly biting her lip, her demon servant soon
agreed, retrieving the flask from the folded layers of reality. The
shaped piece of glass looked like hope to the princess. The sickly
sweet smelling liquid had become a vision of life to her, rather
than the death it would mean to everyone else. Scarlett handed her
the flask, and uncorking it, she raised it to her lips, sucking out
the very last drop of poison and restoring herself. She felt energy
flow through her system, and though it was only a small bit of
toxin, it was enough to rejuvenate the poisonous lever hidden in
her chest.

The beast took another chomp of the ship, and
its tentacle swiped at what remained of the cabin. Most of the
walls were gone, torn off just like the roof had been. Overhead,
Ruby could see a tentacle preparing to slam down directly on them.
She had one last gambit to save them. The princess mentally
searched for Sniggle, who she suspected was inside the beast’s
stomach. Though her powers were rather weak, Ruby found her imp
exactly where she thought he would be. Despite the purple imp’s
disobedient, lazy, and generally worthless ways, she was still
rather fond of the poisonous creature. Squelching any feelings
toward him, Ruby knew that she had to sacrifice the imp. The
princess focused on the toxin that constituted Sniggle’s oozing
form. She mouthed a silent goodbye to him, as she caused the venom
inside him to explode, destroying him and spreading his vile
poisons throughout the sea beast’s vast, dark stomach. Her gambit
worked. The beast lurched in pain, and all the tentacles came to a
momentary stop. The one that had threatened to slam them was paused
right next to the ship, wrapping slightly over the edge of the
deck. The princess then spit some of her venom into her good hand,
while she held the weakened one out to Scarlett.

“Hold my hand!” Ruby shouted.

Her demon took it, and the princess guided
them away from the center of the ship. She’d tried to judge which
direction was closest to the shore, but Ruby wasn’t completely
certain of her decision because of the fierce nature of the storm
raging overhead. Stepping over the shattered wood of the former
wall, Ruby quickly glanced around to the rest of the ship. From
what she saw, there were no pirates left, having either been
devoured by the beast or lost to the sea. She was determined to not
be among their numbers.

Approaching the hovering tentacle, the
princess reconsidered her plan, but there was nothing else she
could do. She had been left with little choice, and if she didn’t
act, the sea beast would swallow the entire ship along with her and
her demon.

“Don’t let go!” she yelled back to her
servant, who nodded in return.

Ruby reached out with her poisoned hand,
grabbing one of the suckers and infecting it with a noxious strain
of her venom. As she had hoped, the beast wrenched the entire
appendage away from the source of pain, but the princess held
strong to the slimy tentacle. She and Scarlett were pulled off the
boat, through the air, and toward what she hoped was closer to
land. The suckered limb moved so fast that Ruby lost sight of how
far they had traveled, but it didn’t matter. Her fingers couldn’t
take the pressure anymore. She had to let go.

She and her demon continued forward, while
the tentacle slapped hard against the water and slithered under its
surface. The women were moving incredibly fast, and Ruby feared the
hard splash landing they were going to make. In the distance and at
the crack of a streak of lightning, she thought she saw tall trees
illuminated, but she couldn’t be sure. Maybe she had been too
hopeful, and she only saw what she wanted to. They were close to
the water now, and she grimaced just before they hit.

The impact may have been against water, but
Ruby’s recollection of the pain made it feel more like hitting a
hard stone. The air was knocked out of her, as both women crashed
into the sea and lost each other’s hands. Black waters surrounded
her, and the princess sank into its darkness.


Chapter 18. Washed Up

Scarlett
was getting stronger. She suspected that it was due to all the time
alone she and her princess had spent on the Black Wave. Maybe it
was the events in Gloomport. She wasn’t certain, but then again, it
didn’t really matter. Her bond with Ruby had increased, and that in
turn meant that her demonic powers and magics had increased. This
was good news for both her and her princess.

After the hard splash landing in the sea, she
and Ruby had been separated. Scarlett, however, was not terribly
injured, and she was able to find her master in those dark depths.
Her princess had either been knocked unconscious by the landing or
simply drained of the last bits of her poisonous powers. The last
drop in that flask wouldn’t have been much to sustain her, so it
was up to her now.

The horned demon dived underwater and grabbed
her princess’ limp frame, dragging her back to the surface. Her
demonic eyes were able to see surprisingly well despite the bleak,
grey surroundings, and she could see that Ruby had done well. Land
was indeed very close now. Using one hand to hold her princess
above water, Scarlett used the other to slowly paddle toward the
shore.

Rain continued to pour down overhead, with
lightning splitting the sky and thunder cracking angrily from the
dark clouds. Behind her, the demon could hear the giant sea beast
continue to devour the Black Wave, having recovered from Ruby’s
poison. Though the princess hadn’t said anything when she did it,
Scarlett knew what she had done to Sniggle. The demon wondered if
it had been a difficult decision to make. He had certainly been
useless, but the purple imp was loveable in a pathetic, pitiable
sort of way. Scarlett also wondered if sacrifice came easy to Ruby.
Would she sacrifice her too if that became necessary? If she wanted
to remain in the physical realm, the horned demon would have to
continue to be valuable to her princess.

She continued to paddle, but looked back once
more at the enormous sea beast behind her. Despite her greater
knowledge and experiences than a mortal, Scarlett had never seen
anything quite like that. There were horrible things in the nether
world, but in Nabiria, the thoughts had terrible, monstrous forms.
The violence of the beast amazed her, and she found herself more in
awe of it than afraid, but that’s not to say she wasn’t terrified.
Regardless, she knew it would easily consume her without a second
thought, so she hurried toward the shore. She occasionally looked
back, as she was swimming to check on its progress. The demon
wasn’t sure if it would come after her or not, but she suspected
that it was more than a little possible.

When she’d made it about halfway to the land,
the storm began to dissipate and move farther out to sea. After
continuing a little more, the rain overhead stopped completely and
the clouds began to part with the light of morning. The calm smell
of the sea filled her nostrils. She’d acquired a taste for the
scent after days of sea travel on the pirate vessel. Scarlett was
eager to discover what the beach ahead of her smelled like.
Something about its potential struck her as uniquely wonderful.

She looked behind her once more to check if
the sea beast was done eating the Black Wave. To her horror, it was
gone. There was no ship, no monstrous form, and no tentacles
flapping in the air. She hadn’t felt such fear since her arrival in
Nabiria, as when she saw nothing on the distant seas. She swam
faster, while continuing to look back, refusing to turn toward the
land. Scarlett watched for any strange waves in the water, not that
detection of the beast would prevent it from attacking and eating
the pair of women.

Something hit her foot. She lifted her leg
past whatever it had been, still not turning to look in front of
her. Another bump. She panicked but kept swimming. Then it was her
knee, causing her to finally turn around. They were on the shore.
She’d been scraping past the ground. She smiled at herself,
realizing how silly her fear had been. The beast was gone now, and
she and her princess were safe.

Despite the chaos further out in the waters,
the waves of the tide were very minor. Scarlett was able to stand
on the sandy ground and carry her princess inland with ease. When
she made it out of the waters, she laid Ruby down on the beach to
examine her. Her skin was pale, but the demon didn’t think that
meant much. Ruby had always been rather pale, since she’d been
poisoned. She was breathing. None of her venom was seeping out, and
even her weak hand looked to have held its recent stitching. This
all seemed good, but despite that, she wouldn’t wake. The horned
demon knew that she had to collect some poison for her
princess.

She finally looked up to examine her
surroundings. The sandy beach was barren of any life but was
covered in fallen branches, leaves, and the fruit of nearby trees.
She took a moment to breathe in the beach air and smell the
fragrance it had to offer. The scent was not quite what she had
imagined, but she could see the appeal. Her all-time favorite thus
far was probably still the old crone’s apothecary back in
Gloomport. That combination had struck her as utterly unique.

The horned demon looked forward to see that
the line of trees ahead seemed to be the beginning of a large
forest. Scarlett was not familiar with the lands of Nabiria like
Ruby was, so she didn’t know where they were or what she could
expect to find inside. There was little elsewhere to look though,
so the demon lifted Ruby once again and carried her to the tree
line. She propped her against the trunk of a rather tall and thick
tree that was out of sight for anything or anyone that might come
by while she foraged for poison.

“You wait here, my princess,” she said,
brushing the hair from Ruby’s face. “I’ll be back soon.”

Though not eager to leave her princess alone
there, she moved deeper into the forest. Walking through the woods,
she saw that much of the forest had been knocked to the damp floor.
Scarlett was still dripping wet, and she realized that she wasn’t
very fond of it. She clicked her fingers and her whole body,
including her dress and hair was completely bone dry. That didn’t
last terribly long, as water continued to drip from leaves
overhead, and she kicked up water and mud on the back of her calves
with each step.

She hadn’t strayed far from the beach, but
the sea air already drifted away. The odor of the woods had taken
over. The smell reminded her of the rotting wood of the Black Wave
but still fresh. This was certainly better. The various leaves,
fruit, and other vegetative life colored the forest with other
colorful scents that she took in as she walked.

She wasn’t sure what she would find in there,
but she hadn’t seen anything hopeful yet. Maybe there were venomous
snakes, poisonous toads or even birds somewhere in the woods, but
life in general seemed to be hiding following the storm. After an
hour or so of slowly walking around the damp woods in vague
circles, Scarlett caught sight of something promising. Holding
strong despite the rainfall was the glinting sheen of a spider’s
web in the distance. Walking closer, the demon was surprised to see
that the webs only grew and grew in quantity. At this point, she
realized that the webs weren’t the gossamer fibers they should have
been. These were thickly woven threads stretching across large,
open areas. She thought that it must have been hundreds of the
presumably large arachnids building these webs, but she still had
yet to see any crawling along their vast surfaces.

Scarlett followed the webs, going to where
they were denser. This eventually led her to a dark, damp looking
cave. The demon peered inside but there was little she could make
out. There was something that felt off about the whole situation.
There was no life in those woods, and it no longer seemed to be
because of the storm. By now, she should have seen something. There
had been no sound beyond her own footsteps and the dripping of
water onto lower leaves, the ground, or fallen logs. That coupled
with the fact there were all those webs but no spiders to accompany
them made her wary. Despite her concerns, Scarlett knew that this
cave was the only hope for her princess. She had to keep going.

The demon moved forward, stepping onto the
rocks of the cave and pausing there a moment, allowing her eyes to
adjust to the darkness inside. Giant, sprawling webs lined the
cavern walls and ceiling and even parts of the floor. As she
started moving forward again, she was careful where she stepped,
not wanting to get stuck on the webs. A little further in, the
demon started to see very large things wrapped inside the webs.
Whatever was inside them was much too big for normal spiders to
have done. Her best reckoning was that the contents of the webs
were the various small animals that should have been out in the
forest. She didn’t let this development stop her, but then there
was a webbed figure that matched her own size.

“That can’t be good,” she muttered to
herself.

Scarlett stepped toward it and raised her
hand to the webbing. With a thought, she made her fingernails grow
to sharp points, become hard, and stiff. Running one through the
web, she sliced open the thick and sticky material. Grabbing both
sides of the tear, she stretched the milky white webbing, exposing
what was underneath. A young woman’s pale face stared back at her
with open but dead eyes.

“And here I thought there were none left who
were so foolish that they would wander into my home,” a sweet
feminine voice echoed through the caves behind her. The accent was
strange and foreign to her ears, but there was a poetic sound to
her every word, no matter how mundane. The words almost sounded
like she was casting a charm spell but without the trouble of
sorcery.

The demon turned to view the beautiful yet
monstrous form that the voice belonged to. The cave opened into a
large chamber dominated by a web stretching from ceiling to floor
and dangling mid-way down its length was a strange hybrid of woman
and arachnid. The creature had six black, hairy, spider-like legs,
protruding from a bulbous black body entirely covered in tiny
bristles. At its back was a spinneret for creating and weaving all
the silky webs that covered the cave and forest. Also protruding
from the body was a human like torso from the navel up. The skin
was an ashy grey color, and she wore no clothing to conceal her
beautifully formed breasts. Her face looked just like a young and
attractive woman’s, except she had two fangs protruding out from
her lips. Framing her lovely face, her ebony black hair fell down
in long strands to her shoulders, ending in what looked to be bones
braided into the hair.

Scarlett admired this monster almost as much
as she had the sea creature. “Aren’t you a gorgeous thing?”

“Hmm. You’re not like the others, I see
here,” the spider woman replied in her lovely poetic voice. “They
have such fear. You are absent of such a thing. Who are you that
you have come to my home?”

The demon chose to be direct. “I came for
your venom.”

The spider lady laughed a sweet sound that
echoed through the tunnels. “And I am sure you shall have it.
Nevertheless, conversation is so rare for me. Why don’t we talk a
bit before I wrap you in my web and store your meat for a special
occasion?”

“I don’t have time to waste on you. Give me
your venom, or I will take it from your corpse.”

The smile on her face faded, as she continued
to descend from the web and approach Scarlett. “Don’t threaten me,
little girl.”

“I think you will find I am anything but a
little girl.”

“Your defiance is charming, my dear, but it
will not save you.” The spider woman was off her web and
approaching Scarlett in the cave.

“No, but this will.” With a flourish of her
hand, the same scythe she’d wielded in Gloomport was made
manifest.

The demon was about to move forward to attack
the beast, when the spider woman’s front legs pushed her upright,
exposing the spinneret at her backside. The stinger looking
appendage pointed toward her and sprayed her hand and scythe with
the sticky silk, pinning her in place. Scarlett yanked at the
webbing, but it held firm. Another spray of the sticky substance
coated her feet as well, holding her steady to the cave floor.

The spider lady approached and grabbed
Scarlett’s free arm with her two human hands, holding it up to her
mouth. “You wanted my venom,” she said with a sweet smile. “I told
you that you would have it.”

The spider woman then bit into the flesh of
the demon’s wrist, injecting a heaping dose of her venom. Scarlett
could feel the poison flow deep into her, as her stomach hardened
and twisted, and the venom swirled around inside her. She tried to
fight the toxin, as it froze her in place, restricting control over
her own body, but it was simply too powerful. She couldn’t fight
that much venom.

If it had been the princess’ poisons injected
in her, Scarlett would have built in tolerance. Alternatively, if
it had been Ruby to suffer this spider woman’s bite, she would have
been fine, but the demon’s bond was still not as strong as it could
be. Therefore, even though she had a resistance to poisons, she did
not have her princess’ immunity. The development wasn’t entirely
bad news though. The spider woman had injected a great deal of
poison into Scarlett’s system, and though she wasn’t certain it
would work, she was hopeful that some of that poison would transfer
to Ruby and revive her. It seemed like a long shot, but the demon
recognized her situation. She wasn’t going anywhere. Her magic was
growing but still too weak to pull anything else through the folds
of space, and even if she had, she didn’t have the control over her
body that she would need to use it. She was stuck and would have to
hope that some of the poison made its way to her princess.

The spider woman sliced through her own webs
so that she could pick Scarlett up off the cave floor. The scythe
was cut free, and it fell with a clang to the rocks below. From
there, the monstrous woman spun and wrapped her demon prey in more
of the silks, covering her entire body but leaving her head free.
The spider creature then placed Scarlett up against a wall and spun
more webbing, pinning her in place.

“Now then,” the spider lady said. “How about
that conversation?”

“Who am I to deny you?” Scarlett said dryly.
Anything to delay her. Ruby needed to wake and recuperate. Stalling
was her only tactic. If the spider woman wanted to talk, she would
talk.

“How right you are. Now, it just seems polite
that I ask your name.”

“Scarlett. And you are?”

“I suppose I’ve had many names in my time.
Currently, those who venture too close have come to calling me the
grey widow.”

“That’s not really a name. More of a title.
You don’t have a proper name?”

The spider lady thought for a moment. “Once,
I suppose I did.”

“And? Tell me what it was.”

“Awfully demanding for someone in your
situation, aren’t you?”

“You wanted a conversation,” Scarlett
reminded her. “That’s all.”

The creature thought for a moment. “Lorelai.
That was my name once.”

“Lorelai? That’s a lovely name.”

“Thank you.” She kind of spit the words out,
not really meaning them, but only speaking them out of polite form.
She was a strange creature and not only for her appearance.

“Much better than grey widow anyway.”

“Mmm, perhaps, but I don’t believe it would
have the same impact on the locals.”

“You’re probably right about that. Do you
live alone here, Lorelai?” Scarlett asked, looking around her dark
surroundings.

“I can’t really say that I do, no. I have so
many guests staying in my home these days.”

“I saw. You realize there’s nothing left in
the forest, right? You’ve scared everything off.”

“I had to accumulate a healthy store of food,
didn’t I?”

“Why? What for? If you live alone, what could
you possibly need with all this food?”

“I never said I live alone. Soon, I will have
a large family to feed. I have to think of them now.”

“Family?” Scarlett dreaded to even ask, but
she had to give Ruby more time.

Lorelai smiled and disappeared out of the
demon’s sight for a few minutes. When the spider finally returned,
she held in her human arms a wrapped web. It was bundled tightly
together, and she held it like a mother might hold their child. She
looked up from it, to Scarlett’s eyes. “But one batch of my
children, you see. Soon they will hatch. How hungry they will
be.”

“How many… children will you have?”

“Hundreds if we are lucky,” Lorelai said with
a smile.

“And when are you… expecting?”

The spider lady smiled and tongued one of her
venomous fangs. “Very, very soon.” She took the egg sacs back where
she had retrieved them from and soon returned to the demon. “You
know what, Scarlett? I know I said I would store you for a special
occasion, but on second thought, I think I should very much like to
try your meats now, while they’re still fresh. If you taste at all
like you look, I bet you are delicious.”


Chapter 19. Sex and Violence

 Ruby’s eyes fluttered open to find herself in
a wooded area. Her energy was largely restored, a sensation of
warmth spreading from her wrist. Even her weakened fingers now felt
fully healed, but she had a general malaise after being without
fresh poison for so long on the Black Wave. She was uncertain how
she had arrived there, and she caught no one else in her sight.
Using the tree trunk to brace herself, the princess stood and
surveyed her surroundings.

Turning around, she saw that there was a
sandy beach that met with the sea. Far in the distance, the dark
storm clouds that they had escaped were still raging on, but
directly over her, the skies were clear and calm. The storm had
ravaged the woods that she found herself in as well, as many of the
trees were split and wrenched from the forest floor, and those that
survived had lost many of their branches to the ground. There was
no sign of life in that forest which seemed odd to her. No animal
sounds whatsoever emanating from deeper inside.

Where was Scarlett, she wondered. Her demon
servant had stayed faithfully by her side for everything so far.
The princess now completely trusted her to do what was in her best
interest, so there was no question of abandonment. She could see a
pair of footprints leading through the sand of the beach to where
she now found herself. Those had to have belonged to her demon. She
turned back to the forest. Though she didn’t know how, Ruby knew
that Scarlett had gone that way.

There were surely traces of the demon’s path
through the forest, but she had no training of such skills. No,
that wasn’t how she was tracking her servant. She just knew. She
felt like she was the one who had walked through that forest, but
the memory was disjointed. Fragmented. Each piece only told a small
sliver of the whole story, but she put the pieces together in an
attempt to end in the same place that Scarlett had.

The next clue she had was spider webs. She
knew that her horned demon had gone towards spiders. She had sought
to bring back poison for the princess. A little further into the
forest, and Ruby realized the remainder of the story. Looking upon
the cave entrance, she knew that Scarlett had gone inside and found
a half woman-half spider hybrid named Lorelai. She was in
danger.

Ruby immediately broke into a sprint toward
the cave, hurrying past the spider webs stretched across trees and
shrubs. She entered the cavern, immediately meeting the darkness
that had once been so familiar. After all those years spent in the
tunnels beneath the Abyss, the princess felt at home there. Running
through the cave, her bare feet slapping against the wet rocks,
Ruby rushed toward her servant. She began to pass the large animals
trapped in the webs, and she saw the webbing that Scarlett had cut
open containing the young girl. Turning the corner, the princess
slowed to find Scarlett trapped where she knew she would be. The
demon smiled at her.

“Where is she?” Ruby asked.

“She heard you coming,” Scarlett replied.
“She’s hiding somewhere. Be careful.”

Ruby was confident, however, that the spider
woman posed her no real danger. “No need.”

The princess casually walked toward her
demon, knowing she would be safe from whatever toxin Lorelai tried
to inject her with. Before she had made it more than a couple
steps, a spray of webbing covered her bare feet. Overhead, the
spider crept down from the ceiling, to a wall, and then finally to
the floor.

“Your feet are so loud, little one,” Lorelai
said with that same sweet voice that nearly entranced its listener.
“Have you come to save the other?”

“I have, Lorelai” Ruby replied flatly. “Or do
you prefer grey widow?”

The spider woman looked baffled. “How do you
know my name?”

“I think it’s best if you just hurry and bite
me. Your children will need all the food they can get, isn’t that
right? Better store my meat for them.”

“You know too much, little one.”

“All the more reason to silence me,” Ruby
egged her on.

“You want my venom as well? So be it.”

The spider woman approached the princess, who
willingly held out her arm for Lorelai to bite. The grey widow
pierced her venomous fangs into Ruby’s wrist just as she had done
to the princess’ demon. Poison flowed from the spider lady’s fangs
and into Ruby’s arm. Her eyes fluttered with pleasure. The venom
felt so good. She felt whole with its embrace. Lorelai began to let
up on her, but the princess stopped her. She placed her free hand
on the back of the spider woman’s head, forcing her to stay there
and continue pumping toxins into Ruby’s body.

“More,” the princess demanded of the spider
woman.

Not yet understanding what she was dealing
with, Lorelai obliged, continuing to inject more of her venom into
Ruby’s body. With every surge of toxin, the princess felt her
strength grow. She felt powerful, but she wasn’t even close to
satisfied yet. Again, the spider woman thought she was done and
attempted to release her bite on Ruby's wrist.

“More!” the princess shouted, echoing through
the chamber. Her hand held steady at the back of Lorelai’s head,
holding her in place.

Still, the spider lady failed to understand
what was happening. She bit down in a third place on Ruby’s arm,
further flooding her system with poison.

“So good,” she moaned softly. The toxin made
her feel wicked, but she enjoyed the sensation.

Lorelai, however, seemed to finally notice
that something was wrong and managed to wrench her head free. She
backed up, wiping the dripping green venom from her lips, while
Ruby smiled a satisfied grin.

“Is that all?” she asked in a vaguely
disappointed tone.

“How are you still standing?” the spider lady
asked.

Ruby spit down some of her own toxin to the
ground, burning off the webbing from her feet. She then casually
walked over to where the webbed scythe had fallen and picked it up,
wiping a bit of the silk from its handle. “I’m the poison
princess,” she finally answered.

Though taken aback by the princess’
resistance to her poison, Lorelai did not give up. She raised
herself once more, spewing forth her webbing at Ruby, but it was
met with more of the same poison, melting through it as though it
meant nothing. The spider lady slowly backed up toward her webbing
and began to climb upward. The princess continued forward and spit
her poison up to the ceiling where the web began. The whole thing
tumbled to the cave floor, Lorelai falling with it.

The spider lady landed with a thud at Ruby’s
feet and stood to face the princess. She was clearly experiencing
fear for the first time in such a long life. Everyone who she had
ever come in contact with had surely succumbed to her webbing and
venom. This woman standing before her was an anomaly, and she made
it patently obvious that she knew not what to do with her.

Ruby, meanwhile, smiled at Lorelai before
twirling the scythe in her hand and bringing it across the spider
lady’s neck. Her head fell with a thunk some feet away. The body
did not fall as quickly, having some life left in it, as it moved
about, trying to find something to do with itself but ultimately
failing. It too, soon fell toppled to the floor, occasionally
twitching but amounting to nothing more.

“You did it,” Scarlett called from behind
her.

“Yes…” she replied, pausing there for a
moment.

“Are you going to let me out?”

“Not yet,” the princess simply said.

“Oh.” She shifted awkwardly inside the silky
restraints. “Okay then.”

Approaching the body, Ruby wasn’t quite
finished with her prey. Using the scythe, the princess cut into the
spider lady in an attempt to find the poison glands that produced
such wonderful venom. She sliced with foreknowledge for where such
a thing would be despite having never learned anything about the
anatomy of a creature such as Lorelai. She ultimately found a large
organ in the spider part of the body that housed a great deal more
of the dim green fluid. Her hands covered in gore, she cut it free
from the rest of the body, and Ruby sliced a slit in the thin
membrane before lifting it to her lips. The venom tasted even
better fresh. The toxic fluid was sweet and bitter at the same
time. The sticky substance was warm, and as she drank, it coated
her throat like a glass of thick milk and flowed down into her body
until nothing remained in the poison gland. She burned with power
now. Her skin tingled, and she felt as though she had no barriers.
She could do anything she wanted.

The princess felt utterly ravenous after the
kill and not just for the venom that she’d taken from Lorelai.
Looking back toward Scarlett, she saw her beautiful demon trapped
against the wall, and the thought of utter domination over her
aroused Ruby even further. After wiping her mouth of the poisons,
she walked back to join her, and using the scythe, she sliced
enough of the webs to free her servant’s body, but left her hands
and legs trapped under the silky restraints. She then dropped the
scythe to the ground and looked into her demon’s eyes.

“What are you doing?” Scarlett asked
warily.

“Whatever I want,” Ruby replied, wiping her
hands clean on the silky fabric.

She pulled the web from Scarlett’s
midsection, tossing the hardened material to the cave floor. Her
hand then drifted down to the hem of Scarlett’s skirt. She hiked
the fabric up, and her fingers glided against the demon’s soft
skin. Sliding her finger inside, she began to pleasure Scarlett,
with the corpse of the spider lady, Lorelai, mere feet away.

“Mmm. My princess…” her demon moaned
softly.

Continuing her efforts with her fingers, Ruby
grabbed Scarlett and kissed her. With every flutter of her fingers
on Scarlett’s body and every passing moment they were embraced, she
could feel her bond with the demon grow and strengthen. Scarlett
had spoken once before of a pleasure loop, whereby everything one
felt, so did the other. As she pleasured her demon, she found that
she was gratifying herself as well. Everything felt so good that
the world around her faded. She lost track of time. She forgot her
efforts to save her sister. She forgot about her lost decade. She
forgot that she was now the poison princess. Nothing mattered but
her own satisfaction.

Her fingers were quite wet from pleasuring
her horned demon, and something inside her stirred. She dropped to
her knees, kneeling on the soft webbing left behind by the spider
woman and hiked Scarlett’s skirt further up with both hands.
Compelled, she placed her tongue where her fingers had previously
been. Her demon continued to moan above her, and she looked up past
her navel and breasts to see Scarlett’s eyes clamped tightly shut
and that she was softly biting her lower lip. Ruby realized that
this demon truly had been made just to suit her. Even the taste
between her legs was of strawberries. The princess indulged her
desire for some time before finally standing back up and wiping her
lips and chin.

Strengthened by the spider’s venom, Ruby
wrapped her arms around Scarlett and wrenched her free from the
webbing. Continuing their embrace, each of the women removed the
clothing of the other, until they were naked in that cavern. In
their nakedness, they embraced once more, and Scarlett slowly
kissed her way down the princess’ body. Soon, she was on her knees
with her tongue feeling inside Ruby. The princess placed her hand
on the back of her demon’s head, feeling such a sense of power and
pleasure mixed in one. Through heavy breaths, she loudly moaned
from Scarlett’s efforts. Ruby’s lust had finally overcome her.


Chapter 20. The Oracle

 The
women had ended their intimate acts and were dressing themselves
once more. Scarlett had worried that when this moment would
inevitably come, the princess would feel regret or guilt in the act
of lying with the demon. She was not finding that to be the case.
Ruby openly embraced this new piece of herself, and it became a
part of her larger personality. This was just one more fragment to
be added to the poison princess persona that now inhabited her. The
demon felt the bond had strengthened a great deal. She thought she
could now perform a greater range of sorcerous spells through that
connection and was quite eager to see where that led. Such an
opportunity presented itself, as you can imagine.

“We need to dispose of the eggs in here,”
Ruby told her.

“How do you suggest we go about that, my
princess?”

A wicked smile covered her face. “Silk burns,
doesn’t it?”

“It does indeed.” Scarlett returned the
smile.

She had been thinking along the same line as
her demon, so Ruby asked, “Has your power increased enough that you
could do that?”

“I believe it has, my princess. Allow me to
try.”

Scarlett ushered Ruby behind her and held out
her hands, extending her palms toward the nearby webbing. The power
was new, and she had to locate it within her. There was a little
ball of heat somewhere behind her navel. It had grown bigger with
her recent activities with Ruby. She nursed the heat coming from
it, breathing deeply and letting its energy flow through her body.
The warmth slowly began to roil and spiral down through her arms
toward her open palms. Then, an explosion erupted out from her skin
toward the sticky, silk material lining the walls.

The flames illuminated a gleeful smile on her
face. She’d been looking forward to such power since her arrival in
Nabiria. The alchemist back in Gloomport was hoping for this kind
of magical strength when she tried to make a deal. There was a
beauty in the sorcerous power that flowed through her. In truth, it
wasn’t hers, but rather Ruby’s and she was borrowing it through
their connection. Their bond made them both stronger than they
could ever be on their own, and Scarlett knew that their strength
would only grow with time and more intimate acts.

Ruby was amazed by the magic that her demon
was now able to produce. She’d seen enough sorcerous spells cast by
the wizards of her father’s court to realize how impressive the
things Scarlett was doing really were. The knowledge that only the
bond between the two women was powering her spells served to make
it all the more mesmerizing.

Flames covered the webbing on the walls,
spreading by the spindly fibers that ran throughout the entire
structure. Scarlett walked forward, finding the eggs that Lorelai
had produced. She aimed her torrent of flames at the sacs, until
they were a blazing heap. They popped and exploded, as the heat
intensified, snuffing out the lives of the hundreds of strange
spiders growing inside their web coated shells.

The demon backed up, toward Ruby and the
exit, but made a special stop first. She swung her hands and flames
toward Lorelai’s corpse and burned it as well. Scarlett didn’t want
anything of the spider woman to survive after the embarrassment of
her capture, and so she kneeled and laid her palms down on the skin
of Lorelai’s body, nearly melting through it at her touch. The fire
spread over her own body as well, coating her entire form in
crackling, biting flames that brought her no pain or discomfort.
Satisfied, Scarlett stood back up and joined her princess,
extinguishing her sorcerous blaze.

“Does that work?” she coyly asked Ruby.

“I think that will do, yes,” her princess
replied. “Come on. Let’s keep moving.”

The pair of women walked back out through the
tunnel, past the webbed animals and people that Lorelai had
captured, not bothering to torch any of them on their way. The
light outside was very dim, lit only by the numerous stars of the
evening. Ruby looked up at them, trying to determine where they
were and which way they should be heading. Their next destination
was supposed to be Elythine, where they hoped to find a magical
source of knowledge to help her with her situation. Scarlett could
feel that there was something off in those woods though, and she
was right.

“Wait,” she whispered to her princess.

“What is it?” Ruby whispered back.

“Someone is out here.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know, but whatever or whoever it is,
they’re through there.” The demon raised her hand and pointed a
finger toward a thick area of trees.

“Let’s go see,” Ruby said with a devilish
smile.

“Mmm,” Scarlett kind of groaned. She was less
enthusiastic to find what lay behind the growth. Having acquired a
greater magical prowess, Scarlett was now able to sniff out other
sources. What hid in those woods was strong, and though her powers
were weaker the first time she wandered those woods, there was no
way she would have missed something like that. This was new. This
had appeared since she walked through the forest in search of
poison. That worried her.

Her princess, however, was overcome with
curiosity and rushed forward, while Scarlett trudged along behind.
Moving through the dark woods, there was a sweet smell mixed with
something burning. The fire wasn’t out of control, but it was
noticeable to the demon’s heightened senses, and once they got
close enough, the princess detected it as well. There was also a
light that they could both now make out. Ruby cleared the brush,
and the demon was right behind her. The view was not what either
woman would have expected.

There, in a decent sized clearing, stood a
hut made of straw and flimsy looking wood. A thin cloth covered a
doorway that was clearly not intended to keep people out. The whole
area and structure seemed out of place, and according to Scarlett’s
senses, it shouldn’t have even been there. Put quite simply, it
wasn’t right. The hut and its inhabitant didn’t belong there, but
there it stood in defiance to proper order and sense. The clearing
looked artificially constructed, like it wasn’t actually in the
forest. The demon wondered if they’d stepped through a portal to
some carved out dimension placed there just for them. The air was
different. The smell was different. She wasn’t yet as familiar with
her senses as she could be, but she recognized that all the little
things were different there while still retaining a similarity.

“What is this place?” Ruby asked
rhetorically.

Scarlett answered anyway. “Wrong. We
shouldn’t be here.”

That didn’t bother the princess. “I’m going
inside.”

“What?” the demon asked. “You shouldn’t do
that.”

“It’s fine. Come on, Scarlett.” Her princess
held her hand out for her to take.

Reluctantly, the horned demon took Ruby’s
hand, and together, they brushed through the hanging cloth and into
the hut. Inside, an old woman sat in front of a fire, waiting for
them to arrive. She was wearing a simple blue robe with a hood that
was hung over her head, disguising her face completely. She leaned
over the small fire, where some rare herbs were burning, causing
the smoke to rise directly toward her face. She took in heavy
breaths of the smoke, and eventually looked up to face the pair of
women. Scarlett thought she was younger looking than she would have
expected based on her aura. The magic sense she’d recently acquired
suggested that the woman was centuries old, yet she only looked
like that of a simple elderly woman. Her insight wasn’t wrong.
Wrinkles covered her face, and after long years, her eyes were dull
and listless. Tiny blond curls extended out from the top of the
hood, covering her forehead.

“You may call me Thea,” she said, her voice
crackling almost like the fire in front of her. “But I suspect you
know me simply as the Oracle.”

The Oracle was a common story told in Ruby’s
kingdom; one that even a demon such as Scarlett had heard. As the
tale went, the Oracle tapped into the magical nexus, where all of
the sorcerous power met in an uncontrollable amalgamation of
unknowable, unseeable, and unthinkable chaos. Yet somehow, the
Oracle had found a way to tap into that uncontrollable source of
knowledge and power. The experience, you could plainly see in her
appearance, had left her more than addled. She was jittery and
moved about wildly at times.

Before either woman could respond to the
introduction, she continued, “Yes, let’s skip the formalities. I
know your names. Ruby and Scarlett. I’ve been watching you both for
some time.” She paused to look at the demon for a moment. “And I
know your true name, demon,” the Oracle threatened with dead eyes.
Ruby didn’t truly give much thought to this mention of true name,
but she probably should have. “Though, I suppose Scarlett will do
for the time, won’t it? Both of you. Sit. Sit.”

Ruby and Scarlett looked to one another, and
then they ultimately did as instructed.

“Now then,” she continued. “You have much to
see, Ruby, but you must ask the questions. That’s the way this
works. Ask. Ask.”

The princess frowned, thinking about the
woman and what she offered. She ultimately agreed to see if there
was any value in her words. “Where do I go from here?”

“Mmmhmm,” she droned far too long in
response. The threads of the reality that she saw were sprawling
and complex, and even for a being of her power, they proved
difficult to track. She pulled more herbs from her pocket and
tossed it into the fire. The smoke grew, and she sucked it into
herself with another heavy breath. “There are five stages of your
immediate path. Magic. Knowledge. Hope. Redemption. Death. Your
journey will be perilous and will always end in death. Always.
Always.”

Irritation washed over Ruby’s face, and she
cleared away the smoke with her hand. “Magic? Knowledge? Hope?
Redemption? Death? Must you speak in such riddles? What does any of
that even mean?”

“I don’t decipher the visions,” she replied
with a cracked smile. “I just see them. What they mean is for you
to decide.” It was a half truth. This Oracle certainly knew their
meaning, but she thought that to supply everything would ruin the
course of events.

“Fine, then,” Ruby replied. “Let’s focus on
this magic stage you mentioned. Who is the greatest sorcerer in our
realm?”

The Oracle jerked her head and shifted her
eyes side to side. “Those would be Hendrik.”

Ruby knew a man by that name, but she
recognized the Oracle’s word choice as awkward. “Those?”

“He’s no longer singular. There are five now,
though they no longer call each other by that name.”

“Where will I find Hendrik? Is he still in
Elythine?”

Thea nodded. “They are close. They spend all
their time in Elythine. There is a tower, which they sequester
themselves in.”

Ruby turned to Scarlett. “I suppose that’s
enough for magic. What about knowledge?”

“Knowledge on what?” the demon replied. “You
were thinking of going to the Cloister to learn of the nether
realm. Perhaps that is it.”

The princess turned back to face the woman.
“Will I find knowledge in the Cloister?”

The smoke was beginning to die down, so Thea
retrieved more of a white powder from another pocket, tossing it
into the fire. After breathing in another large dose of the smoke,
she replied. “There is immense knowledge to be gained in such a
place, yes. Yes.”

Ruby’s eyes were watering from all the smoke
and her demon was faring no better. She coughed and sputtered a bit
with this new smoke added to the already cloudy room.

“What do I find?” Ruby asked, again waving
the smoke from her face.

The woman rocked back and forth, still trying
to process everything she saw. “The path to hope.”

“And what is hope?”

“Shackles for demons.”

Ruby thought that Thea’s answer was far from
useful, but the woman was anything but transparent. She thought
about what shackles for a demon could possibly mean. “Is that
supposed to be something that will save my sister?”

“Mmm. That path is quite clouded. It is but
one possibility.”

Ruby exhaled loudly, tired of getting nowhere
with the Oracle’s answers. “Then that leaves redemption. Does that
mean my own redemption?”

“It could,” Thea replied. The future was
ambiguous, and even she with all her power from the nexus couldn’t
have been more specific, if she had wanted. The Oracle cut her eyes
up from the fire. “Have you done anything that is deserving of
redemption?”

Ruby looked down at the ground.

“You haven’t, my princess,” Scarlett assured
her. “You’ve done what was needed.”

“You said it ends in death,” Ruby continued.
“Whose death?”

“That is for you to decide. Your journey will
end with much death, but you will choose who and how many.”

“Someone has to die?”

“Someone always dies.”

“The craggy hand demon?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps.”

“What about Scarlett? What is her
future?”

“Your demon pet?” Thea asked, raising an
eyebrow. “What about her? Her fate is entwined with your own. You
must decide what should happen to her. She has no path but that
which you lay before her. Remember that or regret your
failures.”

Scarlett wondered if Ruby was actually
getting any of the answers she wanted. The princess wasn’t quite
sure of that either. Magic, knowledge, hope, redemption, and death.
That all meant nothing to the horned demon, and Ruby felt like she
was at best grasping at straws in an attempt to understand the
information.

“Is there anything else you can tell me?”
Ruby asked.

The Oracle laughed at the vastness of the
question. “I’m sure there is much I could tell you, Ruby. Alas,
that is not how it works, and our time for questions has ended. You
must begin to walk the path now. You have far to travel and much to
sacrifice.”

Thea pulled another batch of dust from her
pocket and hurled it into the fire between them. A blast of smoke
erupted, and both Ruby and Scarlett launched into a coughing fit,
as the smoke enshrouded the entire room. When it had finally
cleared, the Oracle and the hut had vanished entirely, with no sign
that she had ever been there in the first place. Her role was
finished, and the rest would be up to them. Scarlett stood when her
lungs were cleared of the smoke, and she helped her princess to her
feet as well.

“Did you make anything of all that?” the
demon asked.

“A bit… maybe. For now, I think our path is
unchanged. We go to Elythine. Now, we just know who we’re going to
meet there. Hendrik.”


Chapter 21. Looking for Magic

 The princess soon found that Thea was indeed
quite accurate in her suggestion that Elythine was close. The
journey following the stars and then the sun had only taken about a
day and a half. The sun was just beginning to rise when Ruby and
Scarlett arrived. The heat of the morning was becoming apparent
before the sun was even barely visible in the distance behind them.
No longer did they have the shade of the forest to cool them, and,
looking toward the city, they could tell that Elythine would be no
sanctuary from the heat.

What quickly became clear was that this place
had changed in the years since the princess had slumbered in the
tunnels. While the city itself still existed, Leina, under the
influence of the craggy hand demon, had taken over the kingdom.
Hanging from the tallest tower was a long banner of Lavidia’s flag,
a willow tree on a green background, but this one had something
additional. A craggy hand was wrapped and gripped around the tree
of her family. The flag’s appearance was to her mind, clear
evidence that her sister had taken control of the lands that had
once belonged to the Elythine kingdom. There were more than a few
buildings destroyed to rubble scattered throughout the landscape,
and the city looked to have survived a great battle there. Their
people had been crushed and their leaders murdered under her
sister’s command, of that there was no longer any doubt to her. The
man who would have been her husband was long since dead.

Scarlett, on the other hand, found herself
less impressed with this city. It was big and sprawling, sure, but
it didn’t have that dark quaintness or desperate suffering of a
place like Gloomport. So far that had been her favorite locale that
they’d visited. This new city was just comprised of similar looking
tan buildings and dirty, traveled streets with people kicking up
dust, as they walked. The streets were crowded and stunk of filth,
and the horned demon found herself resenting the people of the
large city.

Upon seeing the citizens of the city, the
princess was reminded that the people of Elythine wore a darker
skin than those of her kingdom. The irrelevant difference had often
caused a divide between their people, but Ruby never understood why
it mattered. Her hope had been that whatever had happened in the
past eleven years, she wouldn’t have troubles entering their
kingdom. Seeing the city now, though, she realized that their
kingdoms had already seen war, and that these people had been
conquered and controlled by her sister and the craggy hand demon.
The princess had much to repair, she realized.

Before entering, Ruby had Scarlett use her
newly improved magic to cleanse any of the poison from her in an
attempt to make her appearance as normal as possible. The demon was
eager to show off more for her princess, so she happily obliged.
There was little they could do about Scarlett’s horns or red eyes,
however. The pair of women entered the archway of one of the gates,
passing by posted guards on either side. The men dressed in
depressing colors of jagged metal gave them strange looks, but they
let them through regardless. They were men of her sister’s kingdom,
as each had the willow sigil with the hand etched into their armor.
Ruby had no idea whether they would stop travelers from entering
the city or not, but she was beyond fear at that point. As far as
she was concerned, she had conquered such an emotion.

After making her way into the city, Ruby’s
next goal was finding the wizard named Hendrik. The Oracle had
spoken of him rather strangely, indicating that he was multiple
people somehow. She really hadn’t understood what she had meant,
but the princess intended to find out. The only other thing she
knew about the sorcerer was that he had sequestered himself in a
tower somewhere in the city. Given the size of Elythine, she
suspected it might take some effort to find the right tower if she
were to go around to each one randomly. If Hendrik really was as
powerful and impressive as the Oracle had led Ruby to believe,
surely the people of the city would know him by name, so that was
where she decided to start.

Before she could ask anyone, a man in the
crowded street bumped into her, hitting her shoulder hard, but she
didn’t think much of it and continued looking for someone to ask
about Hendrik. She moved toward a vendor at the side of the
street.

“Madam, do you know where I could find a
wizard named Hendrik?”

The woman looked at her as though she
recognized who Ruby was talking about, but she shook her head and
shooed the princess away.

“What was that about?” Scarlett asked.

“Don’t know. Let’s try someone else.”

She got an old man’s attention and asked the
same question. “Sir, do you know where I could find a wizard named
Hendrik?”

He too shook his head and muttered, “Not
getting involved…”

“Clearly, this wizard of yours is a
contentious individual,” her demon offered.

Ruby shrugged. “Apparently…”

She asked around a bit more, but Ruby got no
better responses. The princess then caught someone looking at her
from a nearby alleyway. He nodded his head in a way that suggested
she should follow him, before he disappeared further into the
alley. Ruby grabbed Scarlett and pulled her through the crowd to
where she had seen the strange man creep off to.

Turning a corner, they found the man leaning
against a stone wall and smoking a long pipe. Like the others of
Elythine, he had a darker tone of skin color, but his hair was
strangely white. The long, white hair fell down, parted in the
middle, to either side, partially concealing the edges of his face.
A red bandana hung around his neck over his dark, black leather
vest. He wore matching pants that hung over his leather boots that
consisted of a series of straps slipped through metal buckles.
Around his shoulders and back, he had a cloak that was concealing
half of his body under its folds.

“So you want to find the Hendriks, eh?” the
man asked, releasing a puff of smoke.

“That’s right,” Ruby replied.

“That might find you a spot of trouble. He
isn’t exactly available to the public at the moment.”

“What does that mean?”

The rogue smiled. He looked both women up and
down, his eyes lingering on Scarlett more than Ruby liked. The
demon, on the other hand, didn’t mind someone noticing her physical
perfection. She actually wouldn’t have even minded walking around
naked in that bustling city - she probably would have preferred
it.

“Come now,” he continued. “You two may not be
from here, but I’m sure you know that nothing is for free. You give
me something I want, and I’ll be happy to oblige you.”

The princess sighed. “And what is it you
want?”

The rogue again leered at Scarlett.

“She’s not for sale,” Ruby flatly
explained.

“Then, I suppose I’ll have to get on with a
handful of coins instead.”

Ruby turned to her servant and asked, “Do you
think you could make some gold?”

“I’m sure I could now that we’ve grown closer
together,” she replied with a big smile. “But wouldn’t it be faster
to just infect him like you did Wesley? That was far more fun
too.”

“That was exhausting, is what that was.
Besides…” She looked back at the man leaning against the wall who
continued to leer at Scarlett in a way she didn’t like. “I’m not
sure I want to know what all is going on inside his head. Can you
do it?”

“Anything for you, my princess.” Scarlett
turned her empty hand upside down and then twisted it palm up, now
containing a full bar of gold rather than mere coins. “Will this
do?”

Ruby grabbed the heavy bar, replying, “I can
only expect so.” She turned back to the rogue, brandishing the bar
of gold. “This doesn’t just buy information. You said Hendrik is
unavailable, which I take to mean imprisoned. If that’s the case,
this bar buys your help in getting to him.”

The leather clad man moved slowly forward,
staring greedily at the bar of gold a moment before answering.
“Alright. You got a deal. Give it here.” He held his hand out for
it.

Ruby was no fool. She handed the bar back to
her demon who in turn sent it back to where she had found it.
“Payment on delivery. Now, where is Hendrik?”

The rogue sucked his teeth. “Fine. Your boy
Hendrik is up in the prison tower. The main entrance is guarded day
and night by the queen’s men.”

“But a wily figure like yourself has another
way in, I take it?”

The rogue nodded, sucking on his teeth again.
“I can get you in.”

“Do you have a plan, or is that just a
declaration of intent?”

“I have a plan, darling. Don’t you worry.
Just never had a reason foolish enough to try. That bar of gold,
however… I’ll get you in and to the wizard. What you do after that
is on your own head.”

“You’ve got a deal. What do I call you?”

“You can call me whatever you like, frankly.
Though I suppose Slip will do.”

“Slip?” she confirmed. “My name is--”

“No, no,” he interrupted her. “I don’t need
your names. Think it’s best I know as little about the two of you
as possible, eh.”

“Fair enough,” Ruby replied. “Where do we
start, Slip?”

Taking his pipe from his mouth, flipping it
over, and discarding the ashes to the street, he pointed a finger
down. “The sewers, I’m afraid. The tunnels down there lead all over
the city. One just happens to go straight into the prison
tower.”

“And no one knows about it?”

“Can’t say that for sure. What I can say is
that no one cares about it. If you’re ready, we can go now.”

Ruby nodded. “Show the way.”

Slip tucked his pipe into a pocket of his
cloak before beginning to lead the pair of women through the city
streets and alleyways away from the market square where they had
started. The buildings and its inhabitants slowly began to look
shabbier and poorer as they went, as Slip was clearly leading them
into a district of the city that was forgotten and abandoned.
Scarlett found herself enjoying this new area more than she had the
market square. Something to do with the squalor atmosphere, she
expected.

The rogue eventually stopped and raised his
arm, pointing it toward a tall tower in the distance. “There’s your
wizard’s prison.”

“That’s pretty far away,” Ruby replied.

Slip then pointed toward a large grate over a
man-sized pipe with sludge leaking out of it. “This is the closest
entrance to the sewers.”

“And it leads to the prison tower?”

“That it does.” Slip approached the heavy
grate and struggled to lift it off the pipe. “If you’re going,
now’s the time. You’re up first, sweetheart,” he said to Ruby’s
demon.

The princess glowered at Slip. “You don’t
talk to her.”

“Fine,” he answered, raising an eyebrow.

Having put the rogue in his place, Ruby
nodded for Scarlett to go ahead. The demon kneeled under the grate
and climbed up to the pipe. Jumping up to the tunnel, she had to
get on her knees and crawl forward a bit to get properly into the
tunnel.

“Mm,” the rogue muttered from behind her,
staring at the demon’s bending figure.

“You don’t even look at her,” Ruby
threatened.

Slip shrugged. “Whatever you say, darling.
You’re next.”

The princess followed her demon’s lead and
climbed up into the pipe. Once she was there, she turned and held
open the grate for Slip to climb up, and he joined them inside.
After he was in the pipe, he turned and helped her softly let it
fall back down on the metal tube, as to not alert anyone nearby of
anything out of the ordinary. From there, Slip took the lead,
guiding them through the sewage-covered tunnels. Thanks to the muck
she’d been exuding, Ruby found herself rather at home in those
sludge filled tunnels.

She recalled some of the lessons she’d heard
about the kingdom and city. Elythine had been rather advanced a
decade past. She suspected they hadn’t made much additional
advancement in the years of her slumber, however. The sewer system,
though disgusting to be inside of, was a rather ingenious idea to
help dispose of waste. The concept was not fully formed, but Ruby
was impressed with the forward thinkers of this once powerful
kingdom.

Slip continued leading the pair of women
through twists and turns of the sewer, until they finally arrived
at a ladder leading up. He patted his hands on the railing, and
said “This is you. Now, how about my payment?”

“As I said, payment on delivery,” Ruby
replied. “You do not see the gold, until I see Hendrik.”

The rogue approached her and was about to say
something, but the princess stopped him.

“There is nothing you have to threaten me
with. Do as you are told, or you will never get your precious
gold.”

Slip bit his tongue, sucked his teeth, and
turned back toward the ladder. Along the way, he passed Scarlett,
and his hand slid against Scarlett’s butt. The act might have been
innocent enough, as the demon hardly even felt it, but after his
earlier ogling, Ruby was not willing to let it go unanswered.

The princess rushed forward, twisting Slip
around and grabbing him by the neck. Empowered by her poison, she
choked his throat while pushing him against the metal ladder of the
tunnel. He clawed at her hands, but she was too strong with the
rage of jealousy flowing through her. Rather than leak from her
mouth, poison began to seethe through the flesh of her palm, right
into Slip’s neck. His skin quickly dissolved, his whole body
turning into mush, as he screamed and then gurgled. In a mere
handful of moments, the rogue was dead, and what remained of his
oozy body was in a pile below the ladder.

“What was that about?” Scarlett asked,
genuinely surprised but wearing a dark smile.

Ruby glared at the man’s goopy corpse. “He
touched you. No one touches you. You’re mine and no one
else’s.”

Scarlett smiled wider at her master. She
loved hearing her princess talk like that. “I am yours and no one
else’s.”

Ruby’s breathing slowed back to a steady
pace. “Good.”

“I must say though… I like this side of you.
It is very…” She bit her lip. “Arousing.” Scarlett put her hands on
Ruby’s hips, pulling her close, but the princess had to stop
her.

“Now’s probably not the best time for that.
Someone might have heard us.”

“Rats,” the demon said.

Ruby picked up the rogue’s cloak and flung
off the poisonous sludge and chunks of Slip’s discarded flesh to
the sewer floor with a jerk of the fabric. She then tossed it
behind her and over her shoulders before raising its hood over her
head. There was something heavy in one of the pockets of the coat,
and her curiosity led her to inspect the contents. Inside, Ruby
found something she didn’t expect to be there, something that
shouldn’t have been there. It was her pearl brooch.

“What the…” she said, putting one hand on her
chest where the brooch should have been and showing the item to
Scarlett. “When could he have taken this?”

The horned demon shrugged.

Ruby pinned it back to where it had been and
said, “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. Go ahead.” She gestured
toward the ladder for her companion to go first.

Scarlett nodded and then climbed up the
rungs, as the princess looked up at her demon pet, enjoying the
view just as Slip once had. Ruby followed her up, where they found
themselves in a small, unoccupied room. The chamber was made of
stone and only lit through narrow windows at the top of the room.
Whatever it had been built for, it appeared to now be out of use.
There was a single door leading out of the room, so Ruby moved to
it to see where they were.

She twisted the knob and pulled the wooden
door toward her. A guard in her own kingdom’s colors was walking
down a hall of cages away from her. Ruby opened the door wider and
peeked out to see a spiral staircase to the side and another
hallway lined with cages.

The princess turned back inside and whispered
to Scarlett, “Come on.”

Ruby grabbed her demon’s hand and pulled her
out of the room and towards the spiral staircase. They quickly but
quietly ran up the steps. Along the way, they passed a few doors
leading to more prison cells, but she had every expectation that
she would find a famous figure such as Hendrik at the top of the
tower. Following that reasoning, the pair of women continued up,
until there was no further that they could travel. They saw no
additional guards along the way, but they heard shouting beyond
some of the doors they had passed. She suspected that it would be
best to not linger there. She had to find Hendrik and get out of
the tower as fast as possible.

They stood in front of the final door, which
was locked with no keys in sight. This would not stop her. Ruby
gripped the door and exuded an acidic mixture through the sweat of
her palm. The poison spread to cover the entire metal portion of
the lock in the door, until there was nothing left but the wood.
She stuck a finger through the hole where the metal had been and
pulled it back. What she saw behind the door was not what she had
expected to find.


Chapter 22. Split Personalities

 When the princess heard the name Hendrik
from the Oracle’s prophecy, it was not the first time. Her great
interest in the world of Nabiria at large during her youth had led
her history tutor, Art, to tell her a bit about Elythine and its
wizards. Of those wizards, Hendrik was by far the most famous and,
in Ruby’s time, considered to be practicing the pinnacle of
spellcraft. The princess recalled that Durin was quite envious of
Hendrik’s intellect and saw him as an ideal that he could strive to
become.

The feat for which he was most famous for was
helping drive back a horde of goblins that had united under the
banner of what they called their goblin king. Naturally a fairly
unorganized lot, the goblins had never posed a potential problem
despite their vast numbers spread throughout the various kingdoms
in dark places and hidden hovels. This goblin king, however, had
managed the impossible feat of bringing these vile little creatures
together to do his own bidding. That bidding, of course, was to
conquer the nations of man. At first, no kingdom truly paid the
threat the attention it deserved, resulting in several small
villages being completely wiped out.

It was then that Hendrik stepped forward. He
was, at the time, a relatively unknown wizard, but he came with a
plan that he claimed would wipe out the goblin horde in one fell
swoop. Goblins, as a whole, were known to both fear and revere, of
all things, owls. They had formed the semblance of a religion
revolving around the hooting bird, and to a goblin, it was a
terrible slight to ever harm an owl. Hendrik, then, suggested
bringing owls to the battle and painting images of owls on the
soldiers’ armor and shields. The little creatures then refused to
fire upon the men, fearing they would hurt and anger the owls.
Hendrik supplemented this tactic with his own spellcraft, creating
illusions of owls swooping down over the battlefield and scaring
the goblins off. With the army scattered, the goblin king was
easily dispatched, and the conflict came to an abrupt end.

Ruby had heard such stories from Durin, and
she was eager to meet the clever wizard. The final room of the
tower was a large, single unit that was not furnished at all like a
prison cell should be. Among the furniture in the room were five
small beds, several comfortable looking chairs, various tables with
books or alchemical beakers and flasks sprawled out in disarray
over them, a strange fountain with blue energy spraying up into the
air and dissipating there, an altar with a silver colored orb
floating several inches above it, a stuffed raven perched on a book
cabinet peering down at the chaos of the room, and a window that
was open with no bars blocking it whatsoever. The most important
things in that room, however, were the five little men running
about the room frantically working on various tasks. Little isn’t
quite the right word. You see, each one was little more than a foot
tall. This had led to an abundance of stools and stepladders in the
room that they used to get them all to the appropriate heights they
needed to be at for their assorted undertakings.

Each of the little men looked very similar.
You couldn’t say that they all were exactly the same, but they
looked like they could be brothers at the least. They all had the
same dark skin, and their hair looked very similar, though each
wore it differently. One with a mustache had shaved the hair on his
head completely off, another had shaved off everything except for a
single, tall streak down the center of his head, one with a full
beard had let it grow wildly in a giant uncontrolled puff of hair,
another kept it very short and had a bit of growth on his chin, and
the last of the little men had molded it into braids of some sort
without any real weaving - the strands were just matted and fell
limply to his forehead. They were all dressed similarly as well,
but different enough that they could be distinguished by their
preferences. Their clothing looked to have been custom made for
them given their small stature, and every one of them had on a
different color of the similarly crafted fabrics. Red, blue, green,
orange, and black were all represented among the strange men.

Ruby wasn’t quite sure what to make of all
this. “Hendrik?” she asked tentatively.

“Yes?” each of them said in unison, turning
their head from their activities to face her.

“You’re… all Hendrik?” she asked.

“Mmm,” the one with the bald head said to the
others. “This must be the sister.”

The others nodded in agreement and finished
what they were doing, hopping down off their stools and step
ladders and chairs, each of them approaching the pair of women.

“Close the door,” the same one told
Scarlett.

The demon did as instructed, and each of the
little men lined up in a semi-circle around them.

“You know me?” Ruby asked them.

“I saw that you would come!” squeaked the one
wearing orange clothing who had wild, puffy hair.

The princess was at a loss for words. She
didn’t even know why she was really there. An oracle had told her
she would go there, and now these little men who all claimed to be
Hendrik said that they too knew she would come. She was having more
than a little difficulty with the situation.

The one with the mohawk spoke up with a harsh
voice. “Clearly, she needs a proper introduction.”

“I’ll do it!” the one with wild hair
exclaimed in his high pitched, almost squealing voice.

“No, you won’t,” said the little Hendrik in
red with neatly trimmed hair in an almost smarmy voice. “Yes, we
are all Hendrik, or at least we used to be. We separated ourselves
in an attempt to further our academic progress.”

“Though that’s met with mixed results,” the
bald one chimed in.

Clearly, the overly tidy and smarmy Hendrik
did not appreciate the interruption, but he continued regardless.
“To make things easier, we have taken on our own titles. You may
call me Master.”

The bald one in blue spoke again. “I am
Prime.”

“Overlord,” said the Hendrik in black with a
mohawk.

“My name is Supreme,” said the one wearing
green clothing and with the hair in divided little locks. “And he
is Mad.” He pointed to the one wearing vivid orange and with wild
hair.

“Mad?” Ruby asked.

“That’s me!” he replied in his squeaky voice.
“I saw that you were coming! That was me!”

“He sees things,” Prime offered. “We’ve each
studied different fields, since our split. His efforts have been
toward scrying, though it has… altered his mind a bit. Thus…
Mad.”

“And each of your names identifies you in
some way?” Ruby asked.

“Some more than others,” Prime said, looking
to Master and Overlord.

“Why are you called Prime?” she asked.

“He believes he was first,” Master explained.
“Hendrik Prime, as it were.”

Prime was clearly not on good terms with
Master. “And what about you? Master? What’s that supposed to
mean?”

Master leaned forward and smiled at Prime. “I
thought it was quite clear. It means I’m better than you.”

The two stared at each other with ill intent
in their eyes. Ruby cleared her throat in an attempt to dispel the
tension. “What about Overlord?”

He smiled. “Everyone has to have goals in
life. Mine is simply to rule over everyone.”

“Right,” she replied, a bit horrified by his
forthrightness. “And Supreme?”

Master chimed in again. “He incorrectly
thinks he is better than all of us. That he is the ‘sorcerer
supreme,’ as he puts it. Nonsense.”

Supreme didn’t reply, just raised an eyebrow
and looked at Master. Each of them was clearly the same man, but
they were so radically different than each other. She couldn’t
imagine what bizarre spell had done this to them.

“I don’t understand how you’re even able to
study here though,” the princess replied. “Isn’t this supposed to
be a prison?”

“In a way it is,” Prime replied.

“Your sister has allowed us to continue our
studies,” Master interrupted. “She lets us research but keeps us
here, where she thinks we can do no harm. She expects us to report
all our findings to her for her own devious uses. Thus, we must
give her bits of magic to placate her now and again.”

Ruby backed up a step, her eyes narrowing.
“So you answer to my sister, then?”

“We have no loyalty to her,” Prime assured
her.

“We just want to be left alone,” Overlord
added. “We each have our own hobbies, after all. I for one spend my
time trying to find the best way to conquer Nabiria.” He smiled
pleasantly at her.

“Right,” she found herself saying again.
“Well, it seems we all know that I was supposed to come here and
find you all. What I’m not clear on, is how you’re supposed to help
me.”

“We all know your situation,” Prime
explained. “That you’re infected with a poisonous magic energy,
what your sister has become because of the craggy hand demon, and
even the demon you yourself have now bonded with. We don’t believe
we’re expected to help with any of that though.”

“Then what?”

Supreme finally spoke up again. “We must
remind you of what you are fighting for.”

Ruby narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean
exactly?”

“When you reach the end of your path, you
will be forced to make a decision,” he continued. “That choice has
not yet been made, and even Mad cannot see the outcome. We hope to
shape your decision - to point you toward the proper path.”

“And what path would that be?”

“Choosing to save your sister.”

“I think you might be wasting your time then.
That’s all I want. Saving my sister is what I’ve been striving for
this whole time. She’s why I’ve done everything that I have.”

“Are you sure? Is it love for your sister or
hate for the craggy hand demon that is driving you?”

Ruby didn’t reply.

Supreme continued, “Your path has not been
one of light, princess. You have a terrible darkness inside you.
That is what the spell unleashed. You survived the assassination,
but left as you are, you will never be that same young woman you
were eleven years ago. You are different, and you must recognize
that fact. The darkness in your heart drives you now. You have
succumbed to every dark thought and desire that you’ve come across.
You’ve killed and maimed men and women, as though it meant nothing.
You’ve shackled yourself to a demon that you now lust after. You’ve
sworn vengeance against another demon that you have no way of
harming without also hurting your sister. Your motives must be
questioned, princess, and we are here to push you back on the right
path. Your sister can be saved, but it will require great
sacrifice.”

Ruby took a step forward, turned and walked
back the other way, beginning her ritual of pacing.

“Uh oh,” Scarlett said. “She’s pacing
again.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Prime inquired.

“Only if she’s considering that there’s
anything wrong with her current path. She’s fine the way she
is.”

“Fine?” Master asked. “Not according to what
we’ve seen.”

“She is on a dark path,” Supreme reiterated.
“We must correct it.”

“There’s nothing to correct. She’s perfect
the way she is.”

“What would a demon know?” Overlord suggested
with a certain snarl on his lips.

“More than some little--”

As she paced, the princess drowned out the
argument and thought about what the little men had said. Part of
her denied that there was any motive beyond saving her sister in
her mind, but another part of her recognized all the foul deeds she
had committed since being poisoned. All the death and destruction
she had caused. All the time spent desiring Scarlett. She’d only
recently killed a man just for touching her, though her demon had
found that an endearing gesture. Ruby recalled that it was greed
for power that had driven her down into the tunnels below the
Abyss. She had spent eleven years in a gluttonous dream world,
eating the toxic blissroot and forgetting about the problems of her
real life. There were entire days she didn’t recognize herself.

“What are you proposing exactly?” Ruby asked,
interrupting the argument but not halting her repetitive
movements.

Scarlett knew that no good could come of
this. “You can’t be really listening to this, my princess.”

Ruby raised a finger to silence her demon.
“There is no harm in hearing them out.”

Scarlett did not agree with such sentiments,
but she did as her master instructed and held her tongue. The
princess then turned back to the Hendriks to listen to the rest of
their speech.

Supreme continued, “Your sister has been
corrupted by the craggy hand demon. We believe we can carve through
that layer of darkness to allow you to speak with her.”

“I can… talk to Leina?” she asked.

“That is correct,” Prime answered.

“Unfortunately, it will be short lived,”
Master added. “And after your conversation has ended, she will know
that you are still alive.”

Overlord chimed in. “The craggy hand demon
will have her try to kill you. You’ll be exposed. You’ll have to
fight off many attackers.”

“You will see what he is doing to her,” Mad
said, his speech speeding up. “See the pain she’s in see the
darkness she is enshrouded by see who she used to be see what she’s
become under his influence see why you must save her see the new
color of the castle see the… Well you’ll be seeing a lot… I guess
is my point.”

“That is what we are proposing,” Supreme
finished for them.

Ruby thought about it for a moment. She
looked back to her demon who was already shaking her head. “I need
to see my sister.”

“Princess…” the demon replied. Scarlett loved
the darkness inside her. That was in large part what had attracted
her to the princess to begin with. Telling her that she needed to
think about why she was doing everything might mean weakening their
bond after it had just grown so strong. She couldn’t bear to think
about such a loss.

“Your demon must sit this one out,” Master
said. Turning to Scarlett with a sneer, he added, “You’ll only be a
distraction. Wait over there.” He pointed her to a table behind
them.

She walked by the smarmy sounding Hendrik,
sulking about her potential loss in Ruby’s dark character and sat
down in a chair at the table.

“We’ll need you to sit over here,” Prime
said, pointing to a comfortable looking chair.

The princess, too, complied, and the five
Hendriks formed another arc around the seat. They each closed their
eyes and muttered something under their breath, holding their hands
out toward the princess. Her eyes became quite heavy after a few
moments of watching them work their incantation, and she soon fell
into a slumber.


Chapter 23. Nightmares


Ruby found herself in a wholly new but also familiar place. She was
in the same old drafty castle that she kept waking up inside, but
this wasn’t the same, as it had been. Nothing seemed quite real,
and there were significant chunks of the room that were colored
incorrectly or just plain missing. She thought it looked like a
mental reconstruction that wasn’t yet complete. She knew it was a
dream state. The princess recognized that fact immediately. After
eleven years inside a dream world, she now had adeptness for
spotting a fake.

Just as she did in that other dream, though,
Ruby woke up in her bed. This time she knew what she had to do. The
split Hendriks had given her the ability and time to speak with her
sister, as she hadn’t been able to do in over eleven years. Perhaps
this was a shared dream that they were both having, she thought.
Whatever it was, she wasn’t going to waste any time.

The princess hopped out of bed, still wearing
the clothes she had been wearing in the real world. She dropped the
hood of her cloak that she’d picked up from Slip and left her room
to find hallways that were barren of anyone and rather unusual.
They too had sections of the wrong color. They looked like a
combination of two different hallways, split unevenly and randomly
between them. One was what she was used to - the soft grey cobbled
stone lining the floors and walls, but the other was unfamiliar to
her eyes. The stones were blood red with black mortar between them.
Somehow, Ruby knew that this was her sister’s representation of the
castle. Perhaps this was what it looked like now, she thought.
After all the time she’d been queen, maybe she’d redecorated.

She ran down the empty halls towards Leina’s
room and pushed the door open, but found that no one was inside. It
too, looked to be a mixture of the castles. Ruby’s version was what
her sister’s room had looked like as a child, but the red castle
was left empty. That version of the room looked as though no one
had lived in it for some time.

That made sense, the princess realized. Leina
wasn’t a small child any longer. She was the queen of a sprawling
kingdom. Surely, she would spend her nights in the master bedroom,
her parents’ old room. Ruby left the girl’s room and went in search
of the woman’s. Her parents’ bedroom wasn’t that much farther, but
she found herself dreading finding it. She feared what her sister
had become without her and what the craggy hand demon had been
doing to her all those years. Her rage grew and covered up the
fear. The princess soon came to the door and, gripping the handle,
pushed inward.

What she found did not defy her expectations.
Leina and the craggy hand demon shared a bed. The sight may not
have surprised her, but it did disgust her. The thought of this
creature of the nether world taking advantage of a child for its
own purposes, defiling her sister, and killing everyone else she
loved enraged her.

He still wore his cream-white mask, and his
craggy arm and hand stretched over Ruby’s sister. The bed sheets
covered most of his body, but even in his sleep, the craggy hand
demon still wore a black robe with a hood that shadowed over
anything that the mask did not. Looking at him, Ruby couldn’t tell
if the dark entity was actually asleep or if he was really watching
her. It was disconcerting to her, to say the least.

The princess approached Leina’s side of the
bed, and she kneeled down to see her sister’s face. She had grown
so much in her absence. Leina was now a beautiful young woman,
though the corruption of the demon was plainly visible on her face.
Even in her sleep, she scowled, and her body shook and convulsed in
what looked like angry little spasms. Leina’s skin was nearly as
pale as Ruby’s, and her hair was just as dark as the poison the
princess secreted. The veins underneath her flesh stood out in
stark contrast, and there was almost a greasy sheen to her skin.
Seeing her for the first time since her ejection to the Abyss, Ruby
didn’t know if she really could help her sister. She looked to have
been lost to her long ago.

Despite her doubt about saving her sister,
the princess was there, and she had to take advantage of the
situation for whatever it was worth. She hadn’t had the opportunity
to speak with her sister for far too long. Ruby held out her hand
and grabbed her sister’s.

“Leina,” she whispered.

Her sister’s eyelids fluttered a bit, but she
didn’t wake.

Ruby didn’t know how this dream world worked
exactly, but she was worried she might wake the demon and lose this
chance. She shook her sister’s hand and repeated her name.
“Leina.”

Leina’s eyes opened so widely that the
princess nearly fell back in surprise. There was a blackness to her
eyes that was completely unrecognizable, but the darkness began to
recede, replaced by the blue that Ruby had known. The corruption of
her face suddenly vanished. The Hendriks’ sorcery must have started
working, she thought. Leina looked at her sister with such
confusion for a moment, like she couldn’t believe what she was
seeing to be true. She then clasped her eyes shut, and her whole
body shivered terribly. When they opened again, Leina stared into
Ruby’s face searching for the truth in it. She looked at her
sister’s hand on her own. The princess grasped it and smiled.

“Leina?” she repeated once more.

“Ruby?” her sister asked. “What’s happened? I
remember… What have I done?” She looked at the craggy hand sprawled
over her, and her face indicated that she might scream in terror at
any moment, but she held it inside.

“Come on. Let’s get you out of here, so we
can talk.”

Leina nodded and tried to shift out of the
bed. Ruby grabbed the craggy hand of the demon and lifted it up, so
her sister could get all the way out, but touching his craggy flesh
made her skin crawl. The princess then laid it back down and
watched as the demon shifted in his sleep. She wanted to kill him
right then and there. She doubted she could in that place though.
Besides, she thought, her sister would suffer for it. Instead, Ruby
turned back to face her sister who was shivering in a blood red
nightgown. The princess picked up a blanket from a chest at the end
of the bed and threw it over her sister’s shoulders.

“Come on. Let’s take a walk,” she suggested,
keeping her arm around her sister’s shoulders.

The pair of women then made it out into the
hallway and walked through the amalgamated castle structure that
both their minds had created.

“Is this real?” Leina asked.

“It is,” Ruby replied.

“But… you died. I remember he…” She struggled
to think. “He sent you somewhere. Somewhere you were supposed to
die.”

“Yes, he did. The Abyss, but I didn’t die. I
had to come back for you.”

“He tricked me,” Leina said. “I was just a
little kid. I didn’t know what I was doing. He’d been my imaginary
friend for years, and I trusted him. He told me that if I just
wished hard enough I could play with him for real. After I did,
everything went kind of… hazy.”

“He corrupted you.”

“What have I done, Ruby?” Tears started to
fall from her eyes. “I killed mother and father. I tried to kill
you. So much death…”

“We’re going to fix this, Leina. I’ll find a
way to save you.”

“It hurts. I feel like there’s a boulder
crushing my chest. Everything I’ve done…”

“That wasn’t you,” Ruby assured her. “That
was the demon. He did all of this. Not you.”

Leina shook her head. “You don’t know what
he’s made me do… Things I’ve done with a smile… I’ve slaughtered
thousands of people all for his approval. Why would I do that?
Every night he comes to me… Makes me do things to him… Moreover, I
do them happily… I can’t be saved, Ruby.”

“I know that this has been a nightmare for
you, but--”

“You don’t know!” Leina screamed. Some of the
darkness was returning to her eyes.

“You’re right. Of course, you’re right. I
don’t know what you’ve been through, but I’m not going to abandon
you. I will find a way to save you from the demon.”

“What if I don’t deserve to be saved?” Leina
stared at the floor of the hallway in a daze.

“That’s nonsense. You’re a good person. The
demon can’t change that.”

“I was a good person. I’m not what I once
was, sister.”

“No, I can save you.”

“How?” Her voice had lost the tremble it
previously had. “Saying it doesn’t make it true.”

“I’m not sure yet. I thought I would start
with the Cloister. They’ve studied the nether realm for
generations. Surely they will know of a way to separate you from
the demon.”

“And then what?”

Ruby shrugged and looked away. “Then I find
it. Nothing will stop me, Leina. I’m going to save you. I’ll
separate you from the demon, and then I’ll kill it.”

“What makes you think you can kill it?” The
question was almost defiant.

“Because I have to. After everything it’s
done, there has to be justice. I have to save you, save our
kingdom, save our people. And I have to put it down.”

“I don’t need your help, you foolish girl.”
The voice had changed completely. Ruby looked back at her sister to
see the full corruption spread over her face once more.

Ruby backed up from Leina’s darkening form.
“What have you done with my sister?”

Leina tossed off the blanket and pursued the
princess. “Your sister is dead. I am all that remains of her. I am
not corrupted, I am freed. Free to do as I see fit. The demon saved
me. Saved me from the shackles that this world sought fit to place
on me.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying.” Ruby
backed up into a wall.

Leina placed her hands on either side of the
princess, leaning in close. “I know exactly what I’m saying, sister
dearest. This place is better without you. You should have stayed
dead. I don’t need you.”

“That’s the demon talking. You have to fight
it. He’s done something to you.”

Leina arched back and laughed. “Done
something to me? You really want to know what he’s done to me? No.
I know what you want to hear. What I’ve done to him? Mmm, yes.
Every night I beg him to let me suck his prick. To swallow every
last hot drop he shoots down my throat. I plead for him to stick it
inside me. To bend me over and fuck me, until I moan with desire.
Make me howl with pleasure.” She imitated the sounds, echoing
through the hall before continuing, “And do you know how long I’ve
been doing it?” She smiled so widely, it looked like her cheeks
would split and bleed. “Every night since I got rid of you! Since I
was a tiny little thing hanging off the tip of his cock!”

Ruby cried for what her sister had become.
Finally, choking away the tears, she managed to say, “I will save
you,”

“Say it again! That’ll make it true!” She
mocked. “Do you know how many men and women and children I’ve
killed? How many I’ve personally tortured, until they could fight
it no longer? Until their bodies gave in and simply ceased to live?
That’s what I do for fun! I stick people on spikes and watch their
bodies slowly slide down until even their skulls are pierced! I
eat, while I watch! Sometimes I eat pieces of them and make them
watch!”

“I will--”

“YOU CANNOT SAVE ME!” She roared with such
ferocity that the princess had no choice but to believe it.

Ruby slumped down against the wall only able
to cry, wishing the dream would end. Leina leaned down and looked
into her sister’s eyes. She wiped the tears from Ruby’s cheeks and
lifted her chin with a finger. “I’m going to kill you, sister.
Probably slowly if I can manage it. Though, you always were such a
weak little thing. I expect you won’t last very long. Maybe I’ll
keep you alive and share your body with my demon. Maybe he’ll like
to play with you and use your holes before I put you on one of my
spikes. I’m not jealous. He has his needs after all. My advice?
Stay away from this place. There is no redemption here, big sister.
If you come home, you will only find death.”

Ruby had nothing left. Her sister had emptied
her out and left her a hollow shell. With a terrible cracking
sound, the world split in half and the princess was left alone in
her own, grey dream. She curled into a ball and cried, until the
terrible nightmare finally ended.


Chapter 24. Coming to Terms

 “Why!? Why did you make me see that!?” Ruby
shouted, tears rolling relentlessly down her cheeks. She stood up
from the chair only to fall to the floor, landing on her knees and
sobbing in a ball. The princess lost control of the lever, and the
poison began to spew out from her mouth despite all the time she’d
spent teaching herself how to harness it.

Master sighed loudly. “And she’s spitting up
again.”

Mad raised an eyebrow. “Told you she
would.”

“All over my rug.”

“I told you to move it. You never listen to
me!”

“He never listens to anyone, Mad,” Prime
agreed.

Scarlett ignored the little men and ran
across the room, embracing her princess, wrapping her arms around
her. She turned and glared at the little Hendriks. “What did you do
to her?” she demanded.

“We showed her what we had to,” Prime said,
stepping down from his stool.

“What does that mean, you little--”

Master cleared his throat before adding, “We
reintroduced her to her sister. We showed her who she has
become.”

“Showed her the demon’s corruption!” Mad
cackled.

“Look at what you’ve done! What was this
supposed to prove?” Scarlett asked.

“It isn’t supposed to prove anything, demon,”
Overlord said.

“Ruby needed to see what had become of her
sister,” Supreme explained. “She needed to understand what she
faces. She needs to understand the task she’s undertaking to save
her sister.”

The princess looked up, her face flooded with
tears and black mucus dripping from her nose. She forced control
back over the lever in her chest. “How?” she demanded, spitting the
poison from her lips. “How could I ever save something like that?
That wasn’t my sister. My sister is dead. That foul beast has
destroyed her.”

“As Mad has seen it, there is certainly a
way,” Supreme insisted.

Ruby wiped her face and forced herself to
stop crying her black, oily tears. “How?” she repeated in a
quivering voice, looking to the wild Hendrik.

“The knowledge will be given in the
Cloister!” he cheered. “There is yet hope and redemption before
death!”

Those were the same words that the Oracle had
chosen for her prophecy to the princess. Knowledge. Hope.
Redemption. Death. She was still unclear what either Thea or the
Hendriks had meant. “Whose redemption? Whose death?”

Mad smiled. “Unclear. That decision hasn’t
been made yet.”

“Who decides that?”

“You, princess. Always you.”

Ruby went silent. She felt like she was
getting nowhere.

“What did you see?” Scarlett asked her,
whispering at a level intended to keep the Hendriks from
hearing.

“My nightmare,” she replied, standing up. “We
have to go to the Cloister. If there really is a way to save her,
then I’m supposed to find it there.”

“I will follow you anywhere, my
princess.”

“And what about you lot?” Ruby asked the
divided Hendriks. “Am I supposed to just leave you here?”

“This is where we belong,” Prime replied.
“Freeing us would only lead to our death by the queen.”

“As much as I hate to agree with him,” Master
began, “he is right. Our place in your journey ends here. It is
time for you to leave.”

The others nodded with him, while Ruby wiped
the last of the tears from her eyes.

Scarlett wrapped her arm around the princess’
and asked, “Are you ready?”

“Let’s go,” she replied.

The demon helped Ruby toward the door, where
they exited the Hendriks’ cell that was anything but a prison and
set back toward the stairs. Ruby kind of turned off her mind at
that point, allowing Scarlett to take over. The princess wasn’t
paying any attention to where they were going; her focus, like a
frightened turtle, had shrunk back inside the shell of her mind,
still focusing on the dream state she’d woken from. You couldn’t
really blame her after what she had just seen and heard. Her sister
was a very different person than what she remembered.

The demon at her side took the lead, and she
propped Ruby up, as they descended the stairs. The urge to show the
Hendriks some proper respect for Ruby had been difficult to resist,
but it was clear that she needed to get out of there. After walking
down a flight, they came across a guard. The princess was in no
condition to deal with it, so her demon handled it. Strengthened by
her bond to Ruby, taking care of a single guard was far from
challenging for Scarlett.

She raised her unoccupied hand toward the
guard and then pushed it forward. The guard followed her hand’s
instruction, tumbling backwards down the spiral steps with
incredible velocity. She heard his body break and tear and the
metal of his sword and armor crash against the stone steps. Ruby
seemed not to notice. The noise, however, attracted another pair of
guards. Scarlett dealt with them similarly, tossing them down the
stairs with her magic.

The pair of women soon came to the bottom
floor, stepping over the twisted and mangled form of the three
guards. Another sat at a desk, but he had the good sense to stay
seated and let the women pass by. Scarlett pushed open the door
prior to approaching it, pushing it with her power as well, and
they then crossed the threshold and were back in Elythine’s
streets. The night had come and gone during Ruby’s dream state, and
the light of dawn washed over their faces, as they moved forward
into the city.

Scarlett knew where Ruby wanted to go next,
but she didn’t know how they intended to get there. She didn’t want
to trouble the princess though, as she knew that whatever she had
seen in the dream was still causing her more than a little
distress. She would take care of this small matter for her
princess, while she recuperated.

The demon escorted Ruby to the edge of town
on the west side of the city, closest to where she understood the
Cloister to be. Perhaps, she thought, she could find some
transportation to the monk’s monastery. Scarlett sat her princess
down near a stone fountain, while she went to ask around. There was
a young man tending a horse at a stable, who she approached.

“Excuse me,” she said.

He stopped brushing the horse and turned to
face the demon, his eyes tracing up every curve of her beautiful
form. He didn’t even seem to pay much attention to the horns on her
head, choosing instead to spend his time on her other, more
attractive body parts. Finally, he stuttered, “C-C-Can I help
you?”

“I’d be careful,” she warned. “The last
person to look at me like that is a puddle of filth.”

“You mean he’s lying in a puddle of his own
filth?” he asked.

“I really don’t,” Scarlett said with a
strange little smile.

The young man cleared his throat. “Right…
Well, then, how can I help you?”

“I’m trying to find transportation to the
Cloister. Is there someone here who can do that for me?”

“No one goes that far. It would just cost too
much to be worthwhile.”

This wouldn’t stop Scarlett. She twisted her
hand, pushing it through the veil between realities to retrieve
another (or possibly the same) bar of gold. “Would this cover your
costs?”

The young man stared with awe at the gold. He
had clearly never seen that much money in all of his life. “I-I-I
think we can come to an arrangement.”

“I suspected as much. You just work out
whatever little details you need. I’ll retrieve my friend.”

The young man nodded, and Scarlett left to
find the princess and tell her the news. Ruby wasn’t where the
demon had left her but had instead moved to the fountain and was
looking down into the water. She stared at her own reflection
thinking how hopeless her quest felt.

“I’ve got us a ride to the Cloister, Ruby,”
the demon told her.

“How did he do it?” the princess asked,
ignoring the news.

“How did who do what?”

“The craggy hand demon. How did he corrupt my
sister? There was so little of the girl I remember left inside
her.”

“I’m not sure what you--”

Ruby was crying once again, and the quiver
returned to her voice. “You’re like him. You’re from the nether
realm. How does it work? How did he destroy my sister?”

Scarlett was offended that she would compare
her to that kind of creature. “My princess, while I am from the
same place as him I am nothing like him.”

“How did he do it?” Ruby was determined to
get her answer.

“It’s part of a spell.”

She felt a glimmer of hope, though she knew
better than to rely on it. “Then, does that mean it can be
reversed?”

“The spell feeds on their bond. If we sever
that connection, then it is possible all the corruption he has
caused to grow in her will recede.”

“Possible? You mean it’s possible it won’t?
That my sister might never be the same?”

Scarlett didn’t want to hurt her princess any
more than the vision already had. “I’m sure you can save her. Even
the… Hendriks… rude though they were, seemed to think you could
save her.”

Ruby looked up at her demon. What Leina had
said howled in her head. “That’s not what she said. She said I
couldn’t save her. After what she’s been doing for the past decade…
maybe she’s right.”

“The corruption inside her would say anything
to keep you from destroying it. You can’t trust it. It only wants
to hurt you. That’s what such sorcery feeds on - negative
emotion.”

“Then it certainly got a meal from me.”

Seeing her master in pain was hard for
Scarlett. She wished she could do something to repair the damage
that the dream had caused. Again, she thought about harming the
Hendriks, but that would help her not Ruby. “What did she say to
you, my princess?”

“I couldn’t possibly repeat it…” She tried to
push away the words in her head. “But it was clear that the
corruption you speak of has taken over.”

“Those little Hendriks said that the spell
would allow you to see her without that corruption though. Did you
not get the chance? Did they lie to you?”

“It was a short lived conversation. The filth
inside her took over, and I saw the extent to what the craggy hand
demon did to her.”

“But don’t you see? That proves that she is
still in there. There is still something to save.”

Maybe she was right, the princess thought.
She looked over to her companion’s hopeful eyes. She never would
have thought a demon could be something quite like Scarlett.

“I won’t let you give up, Ruby. We will do
this together. We will crush the craggy hand demon and save your
sister.”

The princess wrapped her arms around the
demon. “Thank you, Scarlett.” The embrace was comforting to her,
and she could already tell how reliant she would become on her.

“Come,” Scarlett whispered into her princess’
ear. “Let’s go to the Cloister. The answer to your worries lies
there. I’m sure of it.”

Ruby released her grip from her demon and
nodded. Scarlett then grabbed the princess’ hand and guided her
back to where she had talked to the young man about transport to
the Cloister. Since she left, he and an older man had prepared a
horse and strung a four-wheeled cart behind it with a bit of
supplies piled in it.

The young man then approached the pair of
women and said, “It’s a long journey. My father is going to need
some payment for my time before I leave.”

Scarlett looked to Ruby, and she nodded in
compliance. The demon then did the same trick as before, retrieving
a gold bar. This one, however, was half the size of the former, cut
perfectly along its shorter length. She then handed the half bar of
gold to the young man.

“I imagine that should suffice?”

“Y-Y-Yeah. That’ll do.” The young man then
handed the bar to his father, who was just as hypnotized by the
chunk of shiny metal as his son. “Well, I believe we are set up if
you’re ready.”

“We are,” Scarlett replied.

The pair of women climbed up in the back
section of the cart where there was a hard wood bench to sit on,
while the young man sat up front and took the reins. He waved
goodbye to his father before jostling the straps and whistling at
the horse who responded by starting into a mild trot. The journey
to the Cloister would be a long one, and it would take some time,
but the answers that Ruby sought would be there. For the sake of
her sister, they had to be.


Chapter 25. Pack Hunters

Scarlett fidgeted in her seat, scratching at
the fabric of her dress. Turning to Ruby, she asked, “You mind if
I…”

“Leave it on,” the princess said,
interrupting her companion.

“It’s just that it’s so much more
comfortable. I don't know how you stand it.”

Ruby looked over at the horned demon. “Well,
I'm not a nudist for one.”

“I'm not a nudist. I just don't like
clothes.” She continued fidgeting but did as her master instructed
and left her dress on.

The journey to the Cloister had been ongoing
for over a week now. The whole thing would have been faster, but
the young man, who they now knew to be named Edwin, was not like
them. He had to eat, drink, and sleep. In truth, he slowed them
down, but neither Ruby nor her demon knew the path to the monastery
as he seemed to. Along the way, they had mostly camped out in the
wilderness, but they did pass through a small city named Agath and
stayed in an inn there one night. It was the first time the women
were able to share a proper bed together. The expenses of the rooms
were once again covered by Scarlett’s ability to pull currency out
of thin air.

Over the journey’s time, the princess was
eventually able to prevent herself from thinking about all the
awful things her sister had said. Instead, she concerned herself
with the path that lay in front of her. She needed to get to the
Cloister and convince the monks there to help her. Assuming they
would, she wasn’t quite sure what she would find there. There had
been a mention of something that could separate a demon from its
host, but she’d heard very little details.

Scarlett, meanwhile, had helped her princess
in whatever way she could along the trip. Though she had worried
that what the Hendriks’ had said about the darkness inside her
would ultimately drive a wedge between the two; that had not been
the case. Rather, the two women continued to increase their bond.
After a few days, the demon had been able to convince Ruby to
continue with their physical relationship as well. The nights while
Edwin slept were often filled with the two women’s intimacy. The
night in the inn had been a personal highlight for her.

Their days tended to be far more tedious. The
heat beat down on them, as the sun moved along its path, and there
was little distraction on the road. There was the occasional
traveler passing in the other direction, they’d sometimes see men
and women working in fields near the road, and they’d even once
seen a pack of dire wolves on the horizon, but nothing ever came of
it. Despite the oft-cited stories of dangers on the roads, the pair
of women had not seen anything to back up all of those tales. As
you might imagine, that didn’t last forever though.

Among the dangers of the road were wild
animals desperate enough to attack humans, highway bandits looking
to make an easy bit of coin, and savages that lived away from the
civilization of the kingdoms and cities. None of that took into
account all manner of other strange creatures that they might have
encountered away from the safety of the human nations. When she was
a child, Ruby never would have suspected that she would meet an
enormous talking serpent or a being quite like Lorelai.

On that particular day of traveling, however,
both women got a pair of firsts in one go. Passing a sprawling set
of trees on their right, they first heard and soon saw a very
noticeable commotion just off the road. A vicious horde of little
goblins clung on top of a troll, stabbing him with small daggers
and spears.

Ruby had heard stories of trolls in her
studies, but they were a wholly new thing for Scarlett to behold.
The creature was more than twice either woman’s height with long,
thin arms, but short stout legs that seemed incapable of supporting
its massive, chunky body. His face was composed of a long, drooping
nose, hazy, yellow eyes, and a wide mouth with two thick, flat
teeth protruding out from his lips. The teeth had been stained
green, presumably by the beast’s heavily plant based diet. The
troll’s skin was a soft brown color, and rather than clothing, moss
covered his form. He wasn’t simply wearing the moss though; the
plant was actually growing from his bark-like skin. As the princess
had learned from one of her teachers, trolls were herbivores and
spent much of their time searching for and eating the mushrooms,
fruits, and various leaves of most forests. They spent so much time
in this effort, that often the plants eventually became entwined
with their own skin and started to grow there. This seemed not to
bother the troll, despite the intense growth all over his body. The
goblins climbing over and stabbing him were an altogether different
matter.

They laughed obnoxious little sounds. “Chee
gah ha!”

The troll swatted at them with his long arms,
while he ran in circles and howled uselessly. The princess had less
experience with goblins, but Scarlett at least had seen them from
her home in the nether realm, when she was allowed glances through
the barrier. Each of the nasty, vile little things was only a bit
taller than the Hendriks they’d left behind in Elythine, but they
were so thin, you’d think the troll might break them in half just
by swatting at them. The troll’s flimsy attacks, however, were
proving that to not be the case. All the goblins wore poorly
crafted leather tunics with the bones of their kills littering
their garb and each had a hood covering their heads. All that the
women could see were glowing orange eyes gleaming out from their
shadowed faces. Each wielded shoddy little weapons, improvised of
forest found implements. As they stabbed and poked the innocent
troll, the goblins cackled and gibbered inanely.

“Chee gah ha!”

Both sides of the conflict were too involved
in the struggle to have taken notice of the cart traveling along
the road. Ruby, however, took issue with the peaceful troll being
murdered in such a violent way. Perhaps it was all the dark things
she had done being listed off by the Hendriks that made her want to
push the scales back in the other direction. She didn’t overthink
it. Instead, she acted.

“Stop the cart,” she told Edwin.

“What?” he asked, clearly having had every
intention to sneak past them.

“We have to help him.”

“I really suggest we don’t get involved,” he
urged.

“Trolls are supposed to be harmless.”

“Goblins aren’t!” Edwin argued.

She turned to her demon. “Can you do anything
to help?”

Scarlett thought about that. “Hmm. Your goal
is to save the big thing?”

“Yes.”

“Probably not. I’m more the blunt instrument
type.”

“Stop anyway,” the princess told Edwin. “I
won’t see any more innocents harmed.”

Before the young man could bring the horse to
a stop, Ruby had jumped from the side of the cart and begun to make
her way toward the struggle. Unwilling to let any harm befall her
princess, Scarlett soon followed behind her. Edwin waited in the
cart.

While walking toward the skirmish, Ruby began
to work the poison around in her chest. Having a dark idea, she
twisted and shaped the toxin to suit her current needs. When it was
ready, the princess turned on the lever, but held the venom in her
throat, keeping it from spewing out. Meanwhile, she pursed her lips
together like she was trying to whistle. When she was ready, she
let a tiny portion of the poison out, which had built up to a high
pressure, and it passed through her narrow lips. What this resulted
in was an almost blow dart like velocity of the poison, which she
fired at one of the goblins that was jabbing a sharpened rock into
the troll’s back. She choked back the rest of the poison and
watched as the infected goblin became hers just as Wesley once
had.

“Chee gah eh?”

This possession, however, worked a little
differently. When she had taken control of the Underlaw leader, she
had simply infected him, keeping his mind and body alive. With the
new poison cocktail, Ruby nearly instantly killed the vile creature
and then directed his undead movements like a puppeteer. She made
him sentient and autonomous almost like Sniggle or the other imps,
except this creation didn’t require the exceptional amount of
poison, having a body to form the toxin around.

Instantly, the creature’s skin turned from a
dark green color to a pale, sickly green. Oozing blackness covered
the goblin, as little tendrils slid out of his skin, through his
clothing and flopped about pointlessly. His little, beady eyes were
blotted out with inky splotches, and he began to spew out poison
almost like the princess once had, the ooze dripping from seemingly
nowhere and just appearing from the darkness under his hood. He
covered his dagger like rock with the sludge and jumped on top of a
fellow goblin, stabbing him with his venomous weapon. The second
creature was affected similarly to the first, with black filth
covering his form and poison dripping from his lips.

Both poisoned minions stood and continued to
stab their fellow goblins with the toxic weapons. Each died almost
instantly from the venomous cocktail Ruby had created, and their
bodies rose almost immediately back up, under the princess’
control. The experiment was going well. She didn’t feel like she
was using up her reservoir of poison, as she directed them, because
they continued to have their own separate, individual thoughts that
she merely influenced rather than directly controlled.

The infection spread quickly through the
group of a dozen or so goblins, until Ruby had taken control of
them all. When she did, she ordered them to step back from the
troll and stop attacking. They continued their annoying cackling
and gibbering, however. The troll was altogether baffled by the
turn of events. He flapped his arms about and felt around himself
for any more goblins to swat away, and when he didn’t find any,
turned his whole body one way and the other, only to find them
surrounding him in a circle but not attacking. For perhaps the
first time, the creature spotted Ruby and Scarlett.

The troll pointed at the pair of women and
smiled with his mossy, green teeth. “They stop attack. You do?”

Ruby nodded. “Yes, they’re under my control
now.”

The troll clapped his hands together, his
long, thin arms flapping wildly as he did so. “Magic! Magic you
do?”

Scarlett chuckled at the troll’s strange
excitement and speech pattern.

“Yes,” Ruby replied. “I suppose I do a bit of
magic.”

“You teach? You teach Gormp?”

“Uh… I’m not sure I can.”

“No?” The lumbering troll frowned. “Mean
goblin pack attack Gormp frequent. Need defense self. Not
safe.”

“I wish I could help more…”

Scarlett saw this as yet another opportunity
to both play with her newfound magical prowess and increase her
sway with the princess. “I think I can give you something to keep
the goblins at bay.”

“You can?” Ruby asked with a light smile.

The troll’s frown reversed into another mossy
grin. “You, yes? Magic too?”

“Magic indeed,” Scarlett said. The demon then
reached into the unfathomable depths of space and pulled out a
small whistle with a leather cord, allowing it to be worn as a
necklace, sized perfectly for the large creature called Gormp. She
approached the troll, shimmying past the circular line of goblins
and held out the item. “Just blow into this end.”

“Oooh.” The troll took the arcane artifact
and stared at it with his mesmerized, yellow eyes. Soon, he worked
up the courage to give it a try. Holding it to his pursed lips, the
troll blew into the metal noisemaker. The sound emitted was almost
exactly like that of a hooting owl. Neither Ruby nor Scarlett was
particularly bothered by it, but the same could not be said for the
goblins.

They cried out in unison, “Chee gah ahh!”

Each of the goblins flailed their arms and
wailed their inane screams with their wide-open mouths hidden under
their cloaks. They fled from the sound immediately, hurrying toward
Ruby and hiding in a long line directly behind her. The troll
stopped the hooting whistle and smiled with his big mossy teeth
again. The brave goblin at the front of the queue grabbed the
princess’ dress and timidly peaked around. When the troll spotted
him, he again screeched into the whistle, causing the little
creature to tuck back behind Ruby and cower there with his
brethren.

“Gormp thank!” the lumbering troll said to
the demon. “You magic good!”

“My pleasure,” Scarlett told him, taking an
elaborate bow. She couldn’t say that she had really done it for
him. Admittedly, she had no real concern one way or the other for
the large, mossy creature, but Ruby seemed to have taken to him.
For that reason alone, she had given him the whistle. She would vie
to increase that bond with whatever gesture she could. Scarlett
turned and walked back to join her princess.

“Thank you,” Ruby told her, when she
returned, wrapping her arm around Scarlett’s and locking it at the
nooks to their elbows.

“Gormp need go home now. You thanks!”

“You be good, Gormp,” Ruby told him.

“Gormp very good now!”

The troll turned and walked back into the
woods, continuing to happily blow into his hooting whistle. When he
had cleared their sight, Ruby and Scarlett turned back to the cart,
where Edwin still waited, quite in shock by what he had witnessed.
As they walked back, so too did the infected goblins.

Their cart driver looked down at all the
goblins surrounding around the cart. “I’m not sure we have enough
room for your… pets.”

“They can walk,” Ruby agreed with a nod.

She and Scarlett climbed back up into the
cart, while the goblins lined up behind it in a little formation.
They looked more like children playing a mock war game than
anything resembling real soldiers, but that was what they were to
her now. When the women were situated inside, Edwin jostled the
reins and got the horse moving at a steady trot.

Ruby leaned forward and asked, “Do you know
how much longer it will be before we arrive at the Cloister,
Edwin?”

“If we don’t have any more unscheduled stops,
we should get there either tomorrow or the next day.”

The princess leaned back against the wooden
bench with her demon at her side and her little infected goblin
skirmishers following along behind. Her confidence in the road
ahead of her was growing, as she got more comfortable with her
powers and those of the demon she powered through their bond. All
that remained was to find a way of separating the craggy hand demon
from her sister. The answer resided at the Cloister, she reminded
herself, and she would have it soon.


Chapter 26. The Cloister


Edwin’s estimation of their travel time had been just about right.
Though they didn’t arrive that next day, it had been very early on
the following morning that they spotted the tan walls of the monks’
home. The almost cream colored walls were roughly twenty feet high,
and behind them, little could be seen other than a few thin pillars
of smoke drifting into the air and a tall bell tower.

The princess had seen a painting that
depicted the Cloister’s impressive grounds sprawled out at the edge
of a forest, but the sight in person was just as staggering to
behold. No one was yet visible, though she was optimistic that she
would find the help that she sought within the monastery.

Scarlett, meanwhile, could feel a powerful
energy behind those walls. There was a metallic taste in the air,
and she had the sensation of being back home amongst other nether
demons. The princess had told her that they studied the nether
realm, but she wouldn’t have expected to actually find any of its
inhabitants tethered to human hosts there in Nabiria. Her keen
senses had detected several of her fellow demons behind those
walls. This caused her intrigue into what this monastery was to
grow immensely.

They soon arrived at an open arched gate,
where Edwin stopped the horse and cart. He hopped out of the front
seat and swung open the wooden door for the pair of women in the
back. The horde of infected goblins trailed behind and piled
themselves to the side of the gateway waiting for further
instructions. Once Ruby and Scarlett were out, Edwin pushed the
door back and latched it closed.

“Here we are,” he said, turning around to
them.

“Thank you for your help, Edwin,” the
princess told him. She then nodded to her demon servant.

Scarlett acknowledged Ruby and pulled another
bar of gold from the holes in the world, but this one was full
rather than the half bar it was supposed to have been. She shrugged
and handed it to Edwin anyway.

He seemed hesitant, but his good nature
prevailed. “This is more than we agreed upon.”

Scarlett shrugged again. “Eh… it’s just
easier this way. Enjoy.”

Edwin smiled and nodded. “Thank you both. I
hope you find what you’re looking for.” The young man climbed back
up into the front seat of the cart, placing the gold beside him on
the bench and under a blanket, and he then shook the reins to get
the horse moving again.

Ruby and Scarlett turned and walked through
the Cloister’s arched gateway, while the infected goblins sat down
outside the walls and waited. The princess suspected that she would
be better off if they were to remain out of the picture for the
time being. Inside, the women were able to see a better view of the
monastery.

The buildings inside were the same cream
color as the outside wall, but most of them were topped with a red
roofing or window shutters. Strange smoky smells roamed the
courtyard, as an abundance of fires burned in multi-sized bowls
littered throughout the temple grounds. Many men and women roamed
the grounds wearing mostly blue robes, and a select few had their
very own and radically different looking demons walking along
behind them. Even there in the Cloister, demons were not present in
abundance. Most of the demons in some way mirrored their human
counterpart, but many were also quite different. There was no
common theme amongst the demons, as each took on a visual image
derived from the mind of their bonded human. Ruby recalled Scarlett
having said that she looked that way only because it would appeal
to the princess. She realized that the same must be true for all of
the monks, though, looking around, very few of the demons she saw
were anywhere near as sexually provocative as her own. She wondered
what that said about her.

Walking further into the monastery’s grounds,
the monks paid them little notice. From what Ruby had read, the
Cloister was frequently visited and open to all who sought their
wisdom. Presumably, they were quite used to getting people randomly
entering their home. The princess needed some rather specific help
though, so she had to get someone’s attention. There was a young
monk walking by who she decided to approach and direct her inquires
toward.

“Is there someone here who could answer a few
questions?” Ruby asked him.

“We should all be able to help,” the monk
replied with a serene look on his face. “How long have you been
bonded with your demon?”

“We met over eleven years ago,” Ruby
explained.

“Mmm,” he mused, inspecting the horned demon.
“And how long has she been in the physical realm?”

The princess looked back to Scarlett for
confirmation. “Maybe a month?”

Her demon nodded.

The monk seemed upset by this information.
“She is far too powerful for such a brief stint in our realm.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

He looked warily at the pair of them. “What
have you been doing with her?”

Ruby smiled and looked to Scarlett who
returned the expression back to her master. “Well…”

Before she could elaborate, the monk adopted
a horrified expression and asked, “You’ve debased yourself with a
demon?”

“Not the word I would use, but--”

“You are a fool! It is dangerous to give in
to what the demon wants. Their motives are their own.”

“My motives are my master’s,” Scarlett
interjected, grabbing and holding Ruby’s hand. “My desires are her
desires.”

The princess nodded in agreement. She was
quickly starting to dislike this curt monk.

The monk’s demeanor remained unchanged. “Why
have you come here?”

“I wish to know how to separate a demon from
its host,” Ruby explained to him.

“You wish to relieve yourself of your own
demon? That seems in your best interest due to your inexperience
and lack of willpower.”

“No, not my demon,” she stated flatly.
“Another.”

“Someone else’s demon?”

“Yes. Surely, you know how to do something
like that? With all your hostility toward bonds that don’t fit
inside your preconceived notions, I’m certain you would be eager
for such a thing?”

The monk clearly did not appreciate her
aggressive attitude but answered nonetheless. “There is, of course,
a way, but it is lost to us here at the Cloister.”

“What does that mean?”

“You will have to talk with our headmistress
for such information.”

“Can you take us to her?”

The monk mulled the prospect over a moment
before finally answering, “Very well. Follow me.”

The man proceeded to guide Ruby and Scarlett
further into the large campus and eventually inside a building at
its center. The monks kept the inside of the building immaculately
clean and clear. Red rugs lined the floors of the halls, and small
candles rested on wooden stands lined periodically along the way.
The building was rather large, and the monk guided the pair of
women through several twists and turns before ultimately arriving
at what each suspected was the absolute center of the structure and
the monastery itself.

Meditating there in the middle of the room
was an old woman dressed in the same blue robe as the others, but
hers somehow looked more distinguished. Around her neck, she wore a
series of wooden beads as a necklace, and her grey hair was in a
neat bun overhead. Seated directly behind her was another figure.
This one appeared to be the headmistress’ bonded demon.

The woman’s demon was tall and quite bulky.
His skin was steely grey, and he had no hair on his body, having a
completely bald head. He was dressed in a similar robe as the
monks, but his rocky muscles could be seen protruding through the
thin fabric. His eyes were shut, and he appeared to be in quiet
meditation just like his human master.

The monk that had guided the princess and her
demon into the chamber cleared his throat. “Excuse me,
headmistress.”

The old woman’s eyes opened and she looked at
him and then to both Ruby and Scarlett. “Yes?”

“These women have been asking questions about
demon separation. I thought I should refer them to you.”

“That is probably for the best.” The woman
stood and approached the three of them. Her demon followed suit.
“Thank you for bringing them to me, Martin. You may return to your
studies.”

The monk nodded and exited the chamber.

“You seem familiar to me,” the headmistress
said, narrowing her eyes and examining the princess. “Why is
that?”

“At one point in my life, I was the princess
of Lavidia,” she explained.

“Yes.” A wave of understanding washed over
the woman’s face. “I understand you’re supposed to be dead,
Princess Ruby. Instead, it seems you have survived for more than a
decade…” She looked to Scarlett. “And are now bonded with a demon.
Perhaps that runs in your family.”

“Perhaps,” she replied dryly.

“Apologies if that offends you, princess.
Allow me to introduce myself. I am Niada, and this is my demon
Adamen.”

The demon nodded but said nothing, his face
remaining solemn.

“This is Scarlett,” Ruby said gesturing to
her own demon.

“He doesn’t say much,” Scarlett said, nodding
up to Adamen.

Niada folded her arms behind her back and
replied, “Adamen knows his place. I cannot say the same for you.”
She turned to the princess. “So, you want to break the bond with
your demon?”

Already tired of correcting that assumption,
Ruby glowered and responded, “Not Scarlett, no. I must separate the
demon my sister is bonded with.”

“I see. And why is it that you believe we
should help you with this task?”

“My sister has done terrible things in my
absence. I expect even all the way out here, you’re not safe from
her demon’s reach. Helping me would serve your own interests.”

“Why not simply kill her? Queen Leina has
indeed done terrible things. Perhaps she deserves death for her
deeds.”

“My sister was corrupted. She had no choice
but to do as the demon commanded her.”

“Corruption, hmm?” Niada seemed skeptical of
such a thing. “Not entirely unheard of, but still quite rare. Most
demons do not darken their host in any way. They simply latch on
and survive through that connection. How are you so certain that
she is corrupted by it?”

“I’ve seen her change before my eyes. She was
cleared of any taint momentarily, and I was able to talk to the
sister I remember. What followed was something entirely separate. I
know that it is the craggy hand demon.”

“Hm. It is true that your sister has
performed heinous acts, since she came to power. Because of our
distance, we have been spared as of yet, but you are right about
the demon’s reach. I do not see this peace lasting forever.”

“Does that mean you’ll help me?”

“If you claim responsibility for her, then I
shall assist you in your endeavor to the extent I can.”

Ruby became hopeful once again. “Then you
have a way to separate her from the demon?”

“I know of a way, yes, but I do not possess
it.”

“Of course you don’t,” she muttered under her
breath. “Do you know where it is?”

“I do. The order known as the Glow took the
item you seek to the Roof of the World.”

The princess was familiar with both the order
and the location. The Glow was a splinter group formed by divisive
monks of the Cloister’s ranks. There had been something of a civil
war between the monastery’s members many years prior, which ended
with the rogue monks driven from the Cloister. With them, however,
the members took many of the monastery’s arcane artifacts that had
special significance to the nether realm.

It was one of these artifacts that gave the
monks their name. A powerful magical item came to the Cloister that
glowed a radiant blue in the presence of one of the monks, a man
named Daibhu. He had ideas on how to handle demons that differed
greatly from the monastery’s head mistress. What those were, Ruby
had never really learned, as the monks on both sides of the
conflict preferred to keep silent on such internal matters.

When the members of the Glow ultimately
retreated from the Cloister, they wandered for some time before
finally settling in one of the most inhospitable places in the
region. Atop the Rashtalg Mountains, the tallest known mountain
range, was a peak called the Roof of the World. Covered in snow and
fierce winds, the unorthodox monks built a structure to house their
new monastery, where they could study the nether demons and their
home realm the way they wished.

“What is this item?” Ruby asked. “How will I
know it?”

“A pair of metallic bracelets, enchanted with
ancient runes. Placing them on the demon’s wrist separates them
from their host as long as they’re worn.”

“So I could place them on the craggy hand
demon and kill it without harming my sister?”

“Theoretically possible, yes. I imagine
you’ll have a difficult time getting this craggy hand demon to wear
them though. You’ll need more than magic bracelets to best a demon
as powerful as he.”

“I’ll be fine.” Ruby turned to leave, but she
paused, when Niada continued.

“If you don’t even know the demon’s true
name, then you will have no chance.”

Scarlett winced at this bit of information.
She knew what the headmistress was getting at, and the demon wasn’t
overly appreciative of the idea.

The princess, meanwhile, was intrigued and
turned back to face Niada. “His true name?”

“Every demon has a true name. I’m sure your
own can attest to that.”

Ruby looked to Scarlett, but she averted her
eyes. She turned back to Niada. “What is a true name?”

“Beings from the nether realm all have a true
name that if spoken will give certain control over them. They hide
it from all save those they trust with their lives.” Niada leaned
forward. “Has yours given you her true name?”

“Scarlett?” the princess asked her demon
servant. “What is she talking about? You have another name?”

“Yes,” the demon hesitantly answered. “We all
do… but it’s dangerous to tell anyone. Saying the name gives others
power over us.”

“And you haven’t told me? You don’t trust
me?”

Scarlett moved toward Ruby, grabbing her hand
and clasping it inside both of her own. “Of course I trust you, my
princess. Nevertheless, telling you would buy you nothing. You
already have power over me. I will do anything for you. Whatever
you ask of me… However, I do trust you, and if you want to know… I
will tell you my true name. If that will in turn make you trust me.
Anything for you, my princess.”

Ruby thought about it for a moment. “No,
you’re right. I trust you already. Your true name will not change
anything.”

Scarlett smiled at her master. She was far
from eager to divulge such a secret, even to her princess. Great
danger came from someone uttering those words. Revealing her name
might ultimately lead to being separated from Ruby, and she never
wanted that. She was happy being bonded with her princess and
didn’t want it to end.

Ruby faced Niada once more. “You’re
suggesting I learn the craggy hand demon’s name. That way I could
force the bracelets on him. How would I uncover such a thing?”

“Tricky. Very tricky,” the headmistress said.
“He will not have revealed that to anyone in this world. Not even
your sister. That leaves only one place to find his true name.”

“The nether realm,” Scarlett finished for her
in a flat tone.

“The nether realm?” Ruby asked. “How would I
find it there?”

“You?” Niada asked. “You wouldn’t.”

“She means me,” Scarlett said, a frown
covering her face. “I would have to return. I would have to venture
back inside the nether world.”

“But you said it was awful there,” Ruby said.
“I can’t ask you to do that.”

Scarlett was committed to her princess.
Though she did not like the idea of returning home, she would do it
if that were necessary. “As I said, anything for you, my
princess.”

“Is it even possible for you to return?” Ruby
asked. “I thought as long as we were bonded, you would stay
here.”

“That is correct,” Niada said. “But I have
just told you how to separate a demon from its host.”

“She means for you to place the bracelets on
me,” Scarlett explained. “That way, our bond is severed and I can
return to the nether realm.”

“Sever our bond?” Ruby asked. “Would it be
reversible?”

“Take off the bracelets, the connection is
restored,” the headmistress explained.

“How will I know when to do that?” the
princess asked. “How will I know Scarlett has found the name?”

“You won’t,” Niada replied. “Such an endeavor
could take minutes, hours, days, weeks… You simply won’t know when
she is ready to return. You will have to wait for her to return to
you. Removing the bracelets while she is in the other realm will
sever your connection permanently.”

Before Ruby or Scarlett could say anything
further on the matter, a young monk ran into the room.
“Headmistress! There is a large force marching toward us!”

Niada furrowed her brow, looking strangely at
the young man. “Soldiers?”

After giving himself a moment to catch his
breath, he replied, “Yes, headmistress.”

She paused but a moment and then cocked her
head slightly askew, asking, “What banner do they wield?”

“The willow tree. They’re Lavidia
soldiers.”

Niada looked back at Ruby. “Your sister comes
calling. She must know you are here.”

The princess recalled telling Leina that she
would seek answers at the Cloister. Perhaps, she thought, the
corrupted version heard that as well and dispatched her army to
kill Ruby.

The headmistress turned to the monk. “Alert
the Cloister that we must go to battle.”


Chapter 27. Virulent

Ruby and
Scarlett stood beside Niada and her demon, Adamen, at the highest
point in the monastery, the tower reaching high above the walls
with a bell at the very top. Below them, inside the Cloister, the
monks and their bonded demons prepared for battle with the
encroaching force sent by Leina and the craggy hand demon. The
soldiers marching toward the monastery’s walls had to number in the
thousands. A cloud of dust followed them, and the ground itself
seemed to shake as they marched. The princess couldn’t help but
think that it would prove to be overkill. Perhaps, the craggy hand
demon wanted more than to kill her, Ruby thought. Perhaps, he
wanted something within the Cloister and was simply killing two
birds with one stone. Whatever the reasons for sending such a large
force, it was clear that they posed a serious threat to both Ruby
and the monks.

The soldiers were just men though, while the
monks at the Cloister had their demons to aid them, and with each
demon came magic. This made the princess optimistic that the
soldiers could be routed. Scarlett, however, could smell and nearly
taste the strength of the other demons and their levels of magic
within the walls of the monastery, and she knew something that Ruby
did not. Their hesitance to grow the bonds of their demons made for
a weak connection back to the nether realm, where a demon’s magical
power comes from. Scarlett, on the other hand, had been able to
grow her power through her bond with Ruby to immense levels. She
knew that she was the exception among the demons in the Cloister,
not the norm. If she and her princess stayed, they would likely
face death. Scarlett wouldn’t let that happen.

“Ruby,” she began. “We can’t resist them. We
must go.”

“What?” the princess replied. “We have the
support of the monk’s demons. I have my infected goblins. We can
stop them.”

“These demons are weak. Their masters are
unwilling to do what is necessary to grow their bonds.”

“We are not weak,” Niada interjected. “We
simply do not give into our every desire.”

“Weak,” Scarlett repeated. She pointed out at
the approaching soldiers. “Those men will kill you all because you
thought yourself above desire.”

“What are you saying, Scarlett?” Ruby asked.
“What would you have me do? I doubt we could flee anyway.”

“You will not flee!” Niada demanded. “You
said you would take responsibility for your sister? Well, this is
her doing. Honor your word and take responsibility!”

Scarlett ignored the headmistress. “I believe
I could cast a teleportation spell.”

The idea appealed to Ruby, though she didn’t
want to admit it. She couldn’t allow the darkness inside her to
abandon these monks. They were after all innocents, and though they
had showed her little respect, they had helped her find the answers
she needed. Niada was right as well. This was her responsibility.
Leina and the craggy hand demon had sent the soldiers after her. If
she were to simply abandon the Cloister to them, she would be
giving into the darkness that she had been fighting since her
poisoning.

“I can’t leave them without trying to help,”
Ruby finally answered.

“I won’t let you die,” Scarlett said. “If the
situation deteriorates further, I will get you out of here.”

“You let your demon talk to you like that?”
Niada asked with disgust scrawled across her face. “You will be all
our ruin. You’re no better than your sister.”

The headmistress scowled while tossing her
hand in the air, dismissing the princess’ very existence. She then
left the pair of women, going back down the steps, mumbling as she
went. Her silent and obedient demon followed with no particular
emotion. Ruby leaned against the railing and looked out to the
soldiers not far from the monastery’s walls. Scarlett stood beside
her, placing her hand on top of the princess’.

“What is your plan?” the horned demon
asked.

“I’ve got the goblins,” Ruby replied. “I’ll
start there. See if I can spread the infection among their numbers.
Then the monks can send their demons.”

“And should the monks fail?”

“Then, and only then, will I allow you to
teleport me from here. I have darkened my soul too much since I was
poisoned, Scarlett. I need to atone for what I have done. If I am
able to save even one life, then it will begin to swing the scales
back in the right direction.”

The demon thought this unnecessary and
wasteful, but she would do as Ruby desired. “As you wish, my
princess.”

The master and her servant waited in the bell
tower, while the monks prepared below. The soldiers Leina had sent
would arrive shortly, and the women could see the monks and demons
running around frantically from their vantage point. Scarlett knew
they were in no way prepared for what was about to hit them, and
Ruby started to get that same sense.

Outside the monastery’s grounds, the soldiers
marched on. The horned demon sensed something beyond a typical army
of men, so she closed her eyes and tried to peer through them to
see what their force might possess beyond mundane men with their
iron and wood weaponry. Situated at the heart of the men was power
she dared not imagine. Queen Leina had not simply sent an army of
men and sharp sticks. She and her craggy hand demon had made the
trip as well. The queen and her demon sat on a pair of thrones atop
what almost looked like a cross between a carried litter and a
cart. This transport had wheels on its bottom, but rather than
pulled by horses, it had five wooden poles protruding from either
side. Chained to each of these poles were two slaves each, a total
of twenty men and women, pushing the queen and her demon forward
alongside the soldiers.

Scarlett had compared herself to the demons
of the Cloister which made her feel powerful, but even from that
distance, she knew that she was nothing compared to the craggy hand
demon that had bonded with Leina. She couldn’t imagine what he had
done to Ruby’s sister to make him that powerful. She wasn’t sure
that she wanted to know.

“My princess,” Scarlett began, “your sister
and the craggy hand demon are among the army.”

Ruby looked stunned by the news. “What?
They’re here?”

The horned demon nodded with pursed lips.
“I’m afraid so. What are you going to do?”

The princess was silent for a moment, while
she thought. What could she do, you might imagine. If she were to
fight against the army, she would be putting not only herself, but
her sister in danger. If she didn’t fight, the monks would
undoubtedly be defeated. Hesitance and uncertainty froze her in
that moment. It wouldn’t last. An explosive crash echoed down
below, as a boulder slammed through the walls of the monastery,
launched from some mechanical contraption of war. The battle had
begun. Ruby didn’t know the correct course of action, so she did
the only thing she could think of. She ordered her infected goblins
to attack.

The dozen or so of the vile little creatures
stood up from their seats at the wall of the Cloister, picking up
their poorly made weaponry and cackling the same as they ever had.
They each rushed forward, soon meeting the Lavidia army in battle.
The soldiers slashed and stabbed many of the venomous little
things, but this had little effect on the already dead goblins. The
poisonous goblins had more luck, stabbing the men in the various
weak spots in their armor and infecting them with the possessive
poison. Ruby took control of them as well, turning the instantly
dead men on their comrades. Her wave of venomous control spread
quickly through the army, numbering nearly one hundred before she
even had time to think about it.

After years in Nabiria, corrupting and
torturing Leina’s good nature, the craggy hand demon was powerful,
however. Without even standing from his throne, the demon waved his
hand in an arc in front of him. Inside her bell tower, Ruby fell to
the floor, her connection to all those she had infected severed
instantly. Without her control, the dead bodies fell limply to the
ground. Already killed by the infection, the craggy hand demon had
simply removed the venom from them with a wave of his hand, forcing
their bodies to collapse where they were.

Scarlett leaned down and helped her princess
back to her feet. “My princess, we should go.”

“Not yet,” Ruby replied, wiping a streak of
poison that had slid down from her nose. “The monks haven’t even
sent their demons in yet.”

Scarlett knew nothing good would come of it.
The craggy hand demon was far too powerful for what the monks had
bonded themselves with. Nevertheless, she stood beside her princess
and watched as they were sent into battle. Despite her prior
expectations, some of the demons actually did fare quite well. If
Leina and her demon had not joined the army, the monks may have had
a chance. Things as they were though, she was not optimistic. She
began mentally preparing for the teleport spell to get Ruby out of
there. The sorcery of teleportation was quite complex, and it would
take much from her. Afterward, she would be wiped out almost
completely.

The monks’ demons tore through the lines of
the soldiers. Some of them were quite enormous creatures, standing
more than twice the height of a fully-grown man. They wielded
powerful weapons, and some even cast spells on the men. One
carrying a giant club swiped a row of the soldiers, tossing them
back and onto the others in the army. Farther to that demon’s
right, another aimed a beam of frost from its hands, covering more
than thirty men in shards of razor sharp ice crystals. Those not
cut by the fragments froze in place by the icy debris. Another
demon jumped up, landed in the crowd of iced men, and smashed them
with a large war hammer. It was obvious that Niada had sent her
most powerful demons out first, as they were clearing a wide swath
of men.

This too, however, would not last longer than
the craggy hand demon allowed it. He deigned to stand from his
slave-powered cart this time. He raised his red hand, fingers
forward, toward where the fighting was thickest. There was no
effect that flung forth from his fingers. No magical light or
energy. The monks’ demons simply fell and died at his command. Ruby
could see why she would need to know the true name for this
terrifying demon now. Scarlett, alternatively, worried about having
to go back into the nether realm to find such information.

The princess and her servant looked down from
the bell tower at the monks below. The men and women who had
controlled the fallen demons that had been fighting outside were
killed by their connections. As their demons died, so did they.
Whatever Scarlett had thought of their weak bonds, it was still
strong enough that they should share death in the end.

Convinced now that the monks stood no chance
against this force, the horned demon turned to her princess. “Now’s
the time, Ruby. We have to go.”

She frowned and looked to the ground. “I
think you’re right. We can’t stand against that without knowing his
true name.”

“Good. Hold my hand, while I work the
incantation.”

“Wait! Not yet. We have to cover our tracks.
The craggy hand demon can’t learn what we have planned.”

“What do you mean?”

“Niada. She knows what we’re going to do.
They’ll torture her to get every bit of information they can. We
can’t let that happen.”

“What are you suggesting we do? I don’t think
I could teleport three people.”

“No… I… don’t know.”

Scarlett knew what Ruby wanted to say, so she
said it for her. “We have to kill her.”

The princess looked up at her demon. The idea
had been in her head, but she couldn’t allow herself to say it.
Hearing it aloud made her feel disgusted, but she had no better
plan. She’d been working hard to keep the dark thoughts at bay ever
since she saw her sister. The princess could feel that insidious
poison growing inside her once again. She was less concerned with
quelling it now that she needed such a lack of emotion. She had to
take an innocent life, so that she might survive long enough to
save her sister’s. It was a deal she found herself willing to
make.

“Yes, I know,” the princess simply
answered.

Ruby ran down the spiral steps, followed by
her horned demon, toward the bottom of the tower in an attempt to
find Niada. Upon reaching the ground floor, the princess searched
the area she had first found the headmistress in. No one was there.
Everyone seemed to be outside in the monastery’s courtyard, so she
too headed in that direction.

When she arrived outside, she could see that
the fighting had finally entered the Cloister’s walls. Lavidia’s
warriors were clashing with the monks and demons that yet remained.
The hard metal of the soldiers smashed against whatever weak
implements the monks had on hand. Screams and yells replaced the
serene nature of the Cloister’s courtyard. The smoky smells, too,
had gone. The odors the princess inhaled now were from the battle.
Destroyed debris wafted about, and the scent of blood filled the
air. The Cloister was a place of absolute chaos. Ruby couldn’t find
Niada in all the confusion, and she would be lucky to find her
before a soldier sliced her open. She would have to find another
way.

“We must go,” her demon entreated. “If you
die here, it will all be in vain.”

“One last thing,” Ruby replied.

A monk stood in front of her, catching her
breath. The princess looked at her with pity and remorse for the
action she was about to take. Reluctantly, Ruby stuck the tip of
her finger in her poisonous mouth, coating it in the same infection
she had spread through the goblins and soldiers, and then pressed
it to the back of the woman’s neck. The innocent monk died
instantly, but Ruby took control.

The princess then turned to Scarlett and
said, “Okay. Get us out of here. She’ll do the rest.”

The horned demon nodded and took Ruby’s hands
in her own. She closed her eyes and muttered the incantation as
quickly as she could. Both women felt caught inside a tornado of
energy, almost like the toxic maelstrom that the princess had
manifested back in Gloomport. This, however, was a spiraling gust
of pure magic. Their dresses and hair blew with the wind, and Ruby
too, closed her eyes, as it was too painful to even try to squint
through the chaos. The energy soon subsided, and the pair of women
both opened their eyes to find they were at the base of the
enormous Rashtalg Mountains. Scarlett had done well, but the magic
expenditure exhausted the demon who toppled to the floor.

“Scarlett?” Ruby asked, kneeling down with
her demon.

“I’m alright,” she replied. “Just… need to
rest. Finish what you must.”

Her demon was right. She still had one thing
left to do before they could focus on climbing the mountain and
claiming the bracelets from the members of the Glow. She had to
infect and kill Niada. She closed her eyes, and her mind shifted
back to the battlefield that was the Cloister. She took full
control of the monk that she had infected before she left. Luckily,
the craggy hand demon was still quite far away, and he had not
removed the infection as of yet. She was certain he still could, so
her time might be short. She had to get to the headmistress as
quickly as possible.

Ruby found that when she had infected the
monk, she had also taken claim over the woman’s demon. Flipping
through the pages of the woman’s mind, the princess found that her
name was Ada, and her demon was Lonny. Ada was a middle-aged woman
with dark brown hair and wearing the same blue robes as the rest of
her fellow monks. Her face was covered in small freckles, as were
her bare arms, exposed through the folds of the blue fabric.

Lonny was a strangely lithe demon. It was
clearly built quite differently from a human, as the smallest
section of its torso was only about the width of a fist. Ruby
wasn’t quite certain if the demon was intended to be male or
female, as it had neither gender’s sexual characteristics. Lonny
was quite tall, and when it stood directly up, was a good foot over
most of the humans fighting nearby.

Lonny peered out over the melee, searching
for Niada. The headmistress was nowhere in sight. The princess knew
that if she were to find the old woman, she would have to expand
her search. She would have to make more sacrifices.

Dividing her mind in two, Ruby forced both
the woman and her demon to spit up the poison on their own hands
and charge into the melee. Both Ada and Lonny spread the venomous
infection through the battle even more quickly than the goblins
had. The princess’ spreading toxin killed and took over monks,
demons, and soldiers, but she still had yet to find Niada, the one
person who needed to die before the craggy hand demon found her.
Ruby was surprised to discover that she was willing to sacrifice
the whole monastery if it meant preserving her secrets. She tried
telling herself that it was in the monks’ best interest to let her
kill them rather than the death by torture at her sister’s hands.
It didn’t really help. With every additional death she added to her
toll, she felt the kind, generous woman she had once been slip away
from her.

After the possessive plague spread through
almost the whole of the Cloister, it became clear that the
headmistress was not there. Ruby paused her direct control, letting
the autonomous poisons direct the infected for a moment. She
perused through each of their minds, searching for a clue as to
where Niada had vanished to. She caught glimpses of the old woman
and her demon, Adamen, and slowly pieced them together to form a
moving picture of what had happened. The headmistress had left the
monastery, charging straight out with Adamen, to confront the
craggy hand demon. That could be disastrous for Ruby, she realized.
The closer her infected got to him, the more likely he was to
dispel her possession of them.

Lonny was the fastest demon she had thus far
inhabited, so Ruby chose it to follow Niada. The lithe demon ran as
quickly as it could through the melee, swiping its poisoned hands
across the skin of all those it passed. With each addition to her
poison army, the princess commanded that they follow after Lonny
and help it to take down Niada. The thin demon could now see the
headmistress and her own demon not far in front of her, but she was
quite near the rolling litter on which the craggy hand demon and
Leina sat. Niada wielded a spear of some design against all the
soldiers in her path, slicing them down and moving ever nearer to
her quarry. Ruby couldn’t allow this woman any closer to Leina and
her demon. If Niada were to kill either, she would kill both. If
she moved too close, Ruby’s infection might be washed away,
allowing the headmistress to be tortured for information. There was
no good choice for her. She had to hurry.

After clearing several soldiers from their
vicinity, Adamen lifted his master up in the air and hurled her
toward the craggy hand demon. Niada held her long spear in such a
way that a blow was imminent. The craggy hand demon did not shift.
Seeing her final chance to stop the old woman, Ruby forced Lonny to
spit forward a globule of the infected poison. The speed at which
it was pushed out was incredible. It rushed past the soldier,
monks, and demons towards its intended target. Before Niada could
strike her blow, the venom landed on the back of Adamen’s head,
infecting the demon and in turn infecting the headmistress. Ruby
gained control over Niada and forced her to drop her weapon. She
landed with a thud on the litter, next to the craggy hand demon.
Leina’s demon then looked down at the infected old woman and
snapped his fingers, causing the princess to lose her connection to
all of the possessed monks, demons, and soldiers.


Chapter 28. Rashtalg

Ruby
collapsed beside her demon, exhausted from controlling the
possessed monks from so far away and horrified at herself for the
rampant death she had just caused. “What have I done?”

“Did it work?” Scarlett asked, rising up and
looking at her princess, whose head was pressed firmly into the
ground.

“I killed all those monks… I don’t even feel
it...”

“You did what you had to, my princess.”

“I slaughtered them…” Ruby swiveled her head
in the dirt to face Scarlett. “The Hendriks were right about me.
This thing is destroying me.”

“How are you feeling?”

Ruby kind of chuckled in response. “Not
great.”

”Do you need some poison?”

“That’s not what I meant. I killed all those
people.”

Scarlett shrugged. “They would’ve died either
way. Your health is what concerns me, not their deaths.”

A cold wind rushed by them.

Ruby raised herself off the ground, resolving
herself to the task at hand. “Think you could pull some clothes and
shoes through? This hood isn’t going to do much as we go up.”

The horned demon nodded. “I’ll need to cease
with any spellwork for a while, but I can do this much at least.”
Scarlett reached her hand into the depths of space to retrieve a
heavy coat and leather-lined boots. She gladly handed them over to
her princess, eager to help. She then pulled through a long coat
and boots for herself.

“Thank you, Scarlett,” Ruby replied, taking
the clothes from her demon servant. She slipped on the shoes and
then threw the coat over her shoulder, working her arms through the
sleeves. “Actually, I think I could use some poison. Would you be
able to get me some?”

Scarlett smiled at her master. “Last one for
a while.”

The horned demon reached back through the
void and pulled out a flask like the one she had acquired in
Gloomport and handed it to the princess. Ruby pulled the cork out
and took a healthy sip of the fluid. The venomous liquid
reinvigorated her instantly. She didn’t feel as strong as she could
have, but she was at least healthy enough to stand and continue
their journey.

The princess corked the flask and handed it
back to her horned demon, who in turn folded it back into some
unseen layer of reality. They both stood and looked up at their
next challenge. The Rashtalg Mountains were a harsh vision. Jagged
rocks littered the base of the mountain path, while at the top,
snow and ice covered the landscape. The very tip of the mountain
seemed to have a perpetual snowstorm centered directly at the peak
known as the Roof of the World. That was where they were
headed.

Few dared to climb the mountains, as they
held no strategic value, had no resources, and there were faster
ways to travel than by going over the tall mountain range. That
isn’t to say no one had ever done it, nor that the rebellious monks
of the Glow were the first to do so; it’s just that it was a rare
occurrence. Few were willing to lose their lives to Rashtalg only
for their own satisfaction. Now that the monks were situated at the
Roof of the World, however, even fewer ventured up the mountain.
The Cloister housed a generally respected group of monks, but
everyone saw the Glow as tainted somehow. People preferred to stay
away from the dark monks and forget that they were even up
there.

Ruby and Scarlett had no such luxury. If they
wanted the rune inscribed bracelets mentioned by Niada, they would
have to scale the mountain to its very peak. It would be a
challenge, but neither woman was in any way normal. The princess no
longer needed food or water, and she no longer slept. All she
required was the occasional poison, and her demon was largely able
to provide that for her. Scarlett, alternatively, was able to use
the magics of the world to aid their journey. Even in her depleted
state, she would still be able to help get them to the top.

“And you’re sure you can’t get us any
closer?” Ruby asked, intimidated by the journey they were about to
embark on.

“I apologize, my princess. This is the best I
can do for now. I must let my energies replenish themselves.”

“Very well. Then we walk.”

The princess went first, venturing onto the
rarely used path that the Glow established upon their journey up.
Uneven, poorly laid rocks were piled into makeshift stairs. While
not ideal, they served them better than if they were to attempt to
walk on the natural and irregular path of the mountain. Ruby walked
forward with Scarlett following several feet behind. They both
moved slowly, careful of their footing and moving awkwardly thanks
to the heavy coats. Though empowered by their respective
physiologies, neither was immune to the pull of gravity. If either
were to fall, that would likely mean the end for them both.

Periodically, they would pass a flag staked
into the ground left behind by the Glow to mark the trail. Ruby’s
eyes watched for the next every time they passed one. They were
still in the bleak grey area of the mountain, and it would have
been difficult to miss one, but she suspected that, as they got
further up and into the snowy regions that would not be the case
any longer. For the moment, it was just a small ritual to keep her
mind from wandering too far.

That always threatened to be the case, as the
princess had many stray thoughts those days, and upon seeing her
sister once more, her mind drifted to Leina and her craggy hand
demon. She wondered what had transpired at the Cloister after she
left. Ruby had killed nearly all the monks herself, leaving no one
for Leina to torture and question. She, once again, tried to tell
herself that it was a mercy to kill them like that. That if she had
left them alive, her corrupted sister would have only questioned
them about her in an attempt to discover what they had told her.
She suspected in the quiet space of her mind that that was all a
terrible lie she told herself to feel better about it. This
recessed piece of her mind knew for truth why she had killed all
those men and women. Leina knew that her sister had been after a
way to separate her from the craggy hand demon. Ruby was unwilling
to let Niada divulge the whereabouts of such a thing. The darkness
was returning to the princess’ mind after its brief departure, and
she feared that she would become lost in it once again. She had
killed hundreds of monks, demons, and soldiers all within a few
minutes’ span of time. She tried to think about something else.
Anything else.

Scarlett, alternatively, was not displeased
to see such actions from her princess. She would support her human
host in any way she desired, but for whatever reason, she preferred
the darkness inside the poison princess to the moral woman she had
been before they met. She liked the violent, harsh, lust-filled
woman she knew that Ruby could be. She felt more powerful when her
princess lashed out at those that wronged her, devouring their
flesh in her poisons or breaking their bones with a war hammer or
slicing their heads off with a scythe. Scarlett was aroused just
thinking about it, especially when it had been on her behalf. She
was not eager to separate from her princess when they were to find
the rune-etched bracelets at the top of the path. Her worry was
that their temporary divorce would change Ruby’s thoughts and
feelings towards the demon in some way. Regardless, she had sworn
to do her master’s bidding, and she would abide by such a pact. She
would dive into the nether realm and uncover the craggy hand
demon’s true name.

Days and nights came and went as the women
trudged on past the grey, rocky sections of the path until they
reached a colder, less hospitable section of the mountain.
Screeching winds soared past, and the snow from above was blown
down toward them, biting at their exposed skin. Neither Ruby nor
Scarlett paid it much attention, protected in part by their poison
and magic respectively. As the princess had suspected, however,
visibility became more difficult as they ascended. The gusting snow
covered the laid stones at their feet, causing them to slow their
progress even more to acquire sure footing. The flags became harder
to make out, and on more than one occasion, the princess was given
pause, when, at first, she didn’t see the familiar little blue flag
waving in the wind.

Further up they traveled, until no longer was
the snow merely blowing down on them from above. They were now
crunching down on a fresh layer of snow on the carefully laid
rocks, buried somewhere beneath the frozen precipitation. Flags
still lined the way, and that was the only method by which they
knew they were still on the right path. At one point, Ruby looked
up to try and find where the Glow’s monastery was, but she could
see nothing through the storm they had willingly walked into. She
would have to trust that the flags would guide them along the
correct path.

The journey up was harsh, and it took longer
than Ruby would have liked. Nightfall’s darkness forced them to
halt their climb on more than one occasion, as they sought refuge
in any tiny recess they could find in the mountainside. As soon as
the light was sufficient to see their way, the women set off once
more for the Roof of the World.

The princess and her demon continued on
through the harsh weather. She raised her arm to protect her eyes
from the assailing snow, and she’d largely given up on trying to
see more than a few feet in front of her. She guessed the direction
of every next blue flag, but the blinding whiteness made such a
task difficult. After a while, Ruby started to think that they
traveled in circles around the mountain, not making any true
progress towards the Roof. It had been hours since she’d spotted
one of those little blue flags flapping in the severe wind and
snow.

She almost thought she was seeing things when
she saw a little dark cave in the side of the mountain. The
princess had no idea how far off the path they were, but she and
Scarlett both needed a break from the constant snow. She grabbed
her demon’s hand and pulled her forward into the cavern that
shielded them from the storm outside. White flakes covered both
women’s coats and hoods, and they took the opportunity to tidy
themselves back up as best they could.

Though partially resistant to the effects of
this kind of cold, Scarlett was still quite uncomfortable in it.
She wished she could dry herself and Ruby off with a touch of
magic, but she also knew that it would be dangerous to dip any
further into that well. She would have to make do, so she dropped
her hood, wrung whatever moisture there was out of her orange hair,
and wiped the melting snow from her cheeks.

Ruby, meanwhile, sat on a rock, lifting the
coat and the hem of her dress to rub one of her feet through the
leather boots. She too seemed somewhat unaffected by the cold
weather, but that didn’t stop her feet from both going numb from
the lack of heat. She rubbed some warmth back into the first before
swapping and doing the same to the other.

“Can you tell how close we are?” Ruby asked
Scarlett.

“I can’t sense much,” the demon replied.
“There’s some faint bit of magic not far, but I would expect more
for these Glow people and their demons.”

“Where’s the magic you can sense?”

Scarlett looked around. Their eyes hadn’t
adjusted to the darkness of the cave that was in sharp contrast to
the white storm outside, but she wondered how deep the tunnel
really went. She pointed along the cavern pathway and up a small
amount. “That way, actually. You think the cave is part of the
monk’s path?”

“I wonder,” Ruby replied before standing up
and going back outside the tunnel.

She didn’t go far, just examining the
entrance to the cave. She felt along the rocky wall for something
specific. The rushing snow and its sheer brightness blinded her
eyes, but her fingers had no such restrictions. She found nothing
on the first side she checked, so she moved to the other. There,
hidden behind layers of fallen snow was what she had searched for.
Ruby wrenched it from mountainside and returned into the cave,
where Scarlett waited and wondered what her master was doing. The
princess held out her prize, a ragged, but altogether, same kind of
flag that they had been following all that time.

“We’re on the right path,” Ruby said with a
big smile.

Scarlett grinned as well, happy to know not
only where they were going was the correct direction, but also that
despite her sapped state, she was still able to accurately use her
magic sense.

The princess planted the flag back down in a
soft spot in the ground inside the cave, and she walked forward
into the unknown darkness of this new cavern to see what they would
have to move through next. Unlike the caves she had spent eleven
years dwelling inside of, this tunnel had no glowing mushrooms to
light their way. Her eyes didn’t penetrate farther than twenty feet
into the cave before losing out to the darkness.

“Can you see in here?” Ruby asked her
demon.

“A bit,” Scarlett replied.

“Can you grab a torch or something?”

She bit her lip, feeling inside herself for
her power levels. “Mmm. Better not. I could guide you, if you think
that will help.”

“I guess that will have to do. I can’t see a
thing.”

The horned demon nodded and took her
princess’ hand in her own. She moved forward through the darkness,
still able to see rough outlines of the rocky pathway, while Ruby
trailed a bit behind her. Her demon eyes were certainly better than
a human’s but that didn’t mean she saw perfectly in the black that
made up that cave. She still had to move slowly, and she was
careful in her step, as she guided Ruby along behind her.

“Can you judge how far this tunnel goes?” the
princess asked, fumbling forward in the dark.

“Not sure,” Scarlett replied. “I feel the
magic energy getting closer, but it’s still quite a distance
away.”

“You said the source was weak, right?” Her
eyes continued to uselessly search for light in front of her.

“Yes, I said that, but… I’m thinking weak
wasn’t quite the right word.”

Ruby stubbed a numb toe on a rock but kept
moving forward. “Ow… What do you mean?”

“It feels… old. It’s subdued and suppressed.
I almost think it’s in hibernation.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It feels ominous, my princess.”

“But then where is the Glow’s monastery?
Surely it would have a magic aura as well.”

“This old energy is all I feel up here. You,
me, and it. There is nothing else unless something is disguising or
hiding the monks from my sight.”

“Is that possible?”

Scarlett thought about it for a moment. She
wondered if she could shield her own magical energy from detection.
The horned demon suspected that if given enough practice it should
be possible, but that it would still be quite difficult. “I think
so.”

“Do you think that’s what the monks have
done?”

“I don’t know. I suppose it is possible.
Either way, this path seems to be the one the monks took, so we
might as well see where it takes us.”

Ruby nodded, but when she realized no one
would have seen that, replied, “Right.”

They went on through the dark like that for
some time. Scarlett felt the energy getting closer, but she no more
understood what it was or what it meant. She knew enough to have
her reservations about it. There was something ahead that she
didn’t want to learn more about. Regardless, the horned demon
pushed forward into the darkness, pulling her princess along behind
her.

The utter absence of light slowly began to
recede after some immeasurable scrap of time had faded. Ruby still
couldn’t make out the difference, but Scarlett’s enhanced demon
eyes caught the slight change. She focused those red eyes forward
through the darkness until she could spot a light at the end of the
tunnel. They were almost there.

“Not much farther,” Scarlett said.

“Truly?” the princess replied. “Can you sense
something?”

“Nothing new, no. I can just see a
light.”

“Really?” Ruby squinted her eyes. “I see
nothing.”

“It’s there, my princess, but it is quite dim
still. A few more minutes and we’ll be through.”

Ruby was impatient. She tried to wait, but
she found her feet moving faster than Scarlett was guiding her
through the darkness. Two times she kicked the back of her demon’s
feet with the toes of her boots, apologizing with each. She cocked
her head to the side, trying to peer around where she imagined
Scarlett’s head to be, but for what felt like the longest time
imaginable, she saw nothing. Ruby was tired of the darkness. She’d
had enough of places like that tunnel when she was eating the toxic
blissroot and living an idle dream life. She wanted out in the real
world, where the light was.

Eventually, the princess’ desire was
satisfied, and she could make out a very dim light like what
Scarlett had described. With it, she was able to make out the
contours of the horned demon at her front, guiding her steps. Ruby
noted that Scarlett seemed to walk more quickly now, apparently
able to see quite well with the additional light. Soon, the
princess could see well enough to walk on her own. Her eagerness to
leave the dark overtook her, and she moved ahead of Scarlett,
releasing her grip on her demon’s hand. She was almost running by
the end of the tunnel, and when she got close enough, she saw that
the light was from several torches placed in sconces at either side
of the cave wall. They didn’t burn with normal fire. Even with
Ruby’s inaptitude for magic, she could see the torches burned from
some sorcerous spell. It was when she got closer that the princess
stopped to take in the scene.

Standing between the torches, Ruby stared
into a wide-open chamber built into the side of the mountain. The
floor looked to be of marble or some similar resource, checkered in
alternately black and white. Tall, thick pillars colored pearl
white stretched to the vast ceiling overhead. A set of steps rose
up to a second level further in. Doors were on the right, left, and
even forward to either side of the steps, looking to lead down to
what constituted a basement level. The second floor had a sort of
balcony overhanging the first and lead off to additional rooms.
Similarly enchanted torches in the walls illuminated the whole
chamber, giving off an artificial light that was different enough
from daylight or fire light to be an irritation to the senses. The
ceiling was the only proof that this room had ever been a cave. The
strange light of the torches just barely lit the rocky ceiling
enough to see the stalactites hanging down and casting shadows
among themselves.

The strangest part about the room, though,
was that it was entirely empty of life. No soul was in sight. All
of this elaborate architecture, and they were completely alone in
there. Scarlett, however, had her reservations about that point due
to the strange magical energy emanating from deeper within.
Whatever the case, they had arrived in the Glow’s compound at the
Roof of the World.


Chapter 29. The Absent Glow

 “Where do we start?” Scarlett asked her
princess.

“We certainly have options,” Ruby replied,
looking out over the dozens of doors from the main chamber. “Can
you still sense that old magic?”

The horned demon frowned. “Unfortunately, I
can.”

“Should we head in that direction?”

Scarlett shook her head. “I think that is the
one thing we should not do. Let’s avoid that if possible.”

Ruby shrugged. “If you say so. I guess we can
just look around then. Though, I’d have expected we would have seen
somebody by now.”

“Yes. There is that.” The horned demon’s eyes
drifted around the massive room. “I have a very bad feeling about
this place, Ruby.”

“Well, we don’t have much choice. If we want
these bracelets, we have to keep going.”

Scarlett bit her lip. “I know, but… just be
careful.”

Ruby continued forward, the leather of her
wet boots squeaking against the tiled marble floor, while her demon
followed unenthusiastically along behind her. The princess picked a
door almost at random and proceeded through it. The hinges of the
old wooden door creaked, as she pushed it forward, and she peered
down a narrow hallway. There were yet more closed doors lining the
hall alternating with the same magically lit torches in sconces
along the wall. The smaller nature of this area of the monastery
led to some revelations. Cobwebs appeared in many of the corners
and dust was prevalent on most of the surfaces. The sight would
lead you to imagine no one had been there in quite some time, and
you would be close to correct.

The princess continued forward, grabbing and
twisting the handle of the first door on her left before pushing it
with the same creaking accompaniment as before. Rather than a
hallway, this door led to a small office type of area. Most of it
was rather banal. There was a desk covered in the same layer of
dust with musty papers scattered across its surface. A bookshelf
sat in the back of the room with cobwebs covering entire shelves.
There was a wooden bench with an old robe thrown over the back.
This was all well and fine, but it was the various bones of a human
stretched across the floor that seemed the most noteworthy. The
bones were not simply laid out in one human shaped pile either.
These were in two distinct sections. The head and upper torso were
on one side of the room in a heap, while the hips and legs were all
the way across, on the other side of the desk.

“What happened to him?” Scarlett asked
rhetorically.

Ruby walked forward, until she stood at the
very center point between the two sections of bone piles. She
looked back and forth from one to the other, until she came to the
realization. “I think they were ripped in half and tossed in either
direction.” She mimed the action to help solidify the impossible
feat in her head.

Despite the horned demon’s impressive magical
power, she was afraid of something that could do that. She gulped
noticeably.

The princess looked closer at the ground
below her feet and the surrounding area. Beneath her feet was a
layer of dried blood in a scattered section of drops. The small
dribbles went in either direction, and the same kind of pooling
effect was there, against the walls where the body would have
landed and beneath the bones, where it decayed. A part of her, like
her demon servant, was certainly afraid of something that could rip
a human in two, but if she were honest with herself, she was more
curious. The poison and her bond with Scarlett had made her
powerful, but seeing the craggy hand demon in person had made her
recognize how weak she truly was. Whatever the dark monks of the
Glow were doing there, they had clearly found something powerful
and dangerous. She wanted such strength for herself. The bracelets
came first though.

Ruby turned back and exited the door, walking
past her demon. “Let’s keep looking.”

The pair of women proceeded down the hallway,
moving from door to door and inspecting whatever was inside. They
quickly found a pattern. Offices, like the first room they
encountered were along the left side of the wall, while small
bedrooms set up for a single person lined the right. The
configuration seemed to indicate that the monks would sleep in one
room and study in the other. Some of the work areas were more
elaborate than the first, containing artifacts or ancient scrolls
of wisdom, but most were more mundane. In almost all of the pairs
of rooms, they found at least one dead body, ripped, broken, or
otherwise slain in equally horrific methods.

The path offered no additional hallways
beyond its own, so, once each of the pairs of rooms had been
searched, Ruby and Scarlett left back for the main chamber. There
were similar doors on either side of the great hall, so rather than
move to one of those and find similar settings, the princess
decided to move to something new. On the first floor, there was a
large, green, metal door with a padlock placed across a latch above
the knob. Whoever had been there last had left it locked, as she
tried pulling the top bit of metal out with no luck. That wouldn’t
stop a woman capable of creating metal-melting acid, however. The
princess spit out a mouthful of her venom onto the metal latch,
causing it to hiss in defiance.

“I think you like doing that,” Scarlett
pointed out.

Ruby just smiled at her demon, wiping the
purple from her lips. After the poison had worked through the metal
of the lock, the princess pulled what remained of the latch and
swung the door open. The same blue burning magical torches jutting
diagonally out from the wall lit this hallway too. This new area,
though, was a bit different than the bedroom and work area hallway.
There were steps leading down almost immediately upon breaching the
doorway. The path went forward and down for probably a good twenty
feet before coming to another door. This one was made of simple
wood and was not latched or locked in anyway. She swung it open to
reveal a wide room of treasures and artifacts.

The monks of the Glow had kept a horde of
items down in these vaults, the women discovered. Their stockpile
of magical relics was not limited merely to the bracelets and the
eponymous orb. Concealed within these nearly unreachable walls were
all manner of wondrous and terrible artifacts.

There was a pair of crossed swords hanging on
the wall that were glowing in an eerie black light. A simple
gauntlet sat displayed on a pillar, its fingers pointing up to the
ceiling, with a ring of magic power situated on each digit. A
series of cups ranging from simple clay to the most extravagant
gold design with gems encrusted into its exterior were filling two
rows of a glass display case at the back of the room. There were a
number of unspeakable tomes concerning unfathomable beings lining a
bookcase to the side. Leaning against the wall in the corner were a
number of walking sticks - some gnarled wood and others intricately
shaped metal. Another shelf of the display case held a series of
wands of varying lengths and materials. Some seemed to have
feathers numbering in their components, while others were made of a
scaly material. Each one was unique from the rest, seeming to give
off their own aura of energy. There was a strange painting of a
dashing young man hanging from the wall. His malevolent eyes
followed the viewer wherever they went. Hanging from a pair of
chains in the ceiling was an enormous red horn or fang that looked
to have been broken off some large beast or demon.

All of these items were amazing and
impressive to behold, but they weren’t what Ruby was after. She was
there for the rune-covered bracelets placed on the bottom shelf of
the glass display case.

The princess moved at a quickened pace toward
them, eager to get her hands on what she had come so far to find.
She pushed the sliding glass of the display case to the side,
kneeled down, and grabbed both the bracelets. Each of the runes
inscribed in the cold metal glowed with an eerie blue luminance
that shifted, as she moved the hoops about. The ashy grey compound
the bracelets were made from was entirely unfamiliar to her. It was
lighter than she thought it should be, and it was coarse to the
touch, actually porous. Little caverns burrowed through the almost
stone-like metal but were not large enough to jeopardize the
stability of the bracelets, but were visible and quite noticeable.
The glowing runes themselves were nothing that she recognized
either. Among her various tutoring lessons, she had learned a set
of runic letters from an ancient and long since vanished culture,
but these were a far different thing altogether.

“So that’s them?” Scarlett asked from behind
Ruby, twisting the ball of her foot into the ground and biting her
lip.

The princess, still crouching, turned her
head back toward the horned demon. “Looks like it.”

With as much as she was biting down on her
bottom lip, it was a wonder Scarlett hadn’t drawn blood. She hadn’t
realized it, but her breathing was speeding up, and her hands
fidgeted against one another at her chest. Her eyes were transfixed
on the glowing metal hoops, as she thought about where she would
have to return.

Ruby stood, placing the bracelets on the top
of the display glass, watching her demons eyes trace their path.
She left them there and took a step toward Scarlett, placing a hand
atop her servant’s. “Are you alright?”

The horned demon shook with little tremors.
“I thought I could go back… I don’t… I can’t go back, Ruby. I just
can’t.” She backed up, causing the princess’ hand to slip off.

“I need you to do this, Scarlett. I need the
craggy hand demon’s name.”

“What if you decide you don’t need me
anymore? What if you leave me there?”

“I won’t leave you. You’re mine, and no one
else’s. Remember?” The princess moved forward, following her demon,
and she placed her hand back where it had been.  “The opposite
is true as well. I am yours. I won’t abandon you. I need you.”

Scarlett finally looked up from the bracelets
to meet Ruby’s eyes. “It’s so awful there.”

“You’ll be back before you know it.”

The horned demon shook her head. “What if
something happens to you, while I’m gone? We might lose our bond.
It’s all I have.”

“Nothing is going to happen.”

“But--”

Ruby placed a finger to her demon servant’s
lips. “Nothing can come between us.”

Scarlett could feel her heartbeat thumping
away in her ears, and her body heat had risen almost to the level
of a fever. She didn’t even know her body was capable of sweating,
but there it was, dripping down from her armpit and on her brow.
Not knowing what else to do, the demon simply grabbed the princess,
wrapping her arms around her master and pulling her tight. Ruby
followed her lead, placing her hands at the small of Scarlett’s
back. The demon had felt so much confidence since arriving in
Nabiria, but the simple sight of those bracelets that would sever
her connection to the princess and allow her to travel back into
the nether realm had tossed all that aside. If, as a demon, she
dreamed, she suspected that she would have nightmares of such a
place.

Ruby brushed the long orange hair away from
Scarlett’s ears and breathed a warm breath against the sensitive
skin. “I need you to do this.”

The horned demon made a kind of whimpering
sound. Ruby’s words were poison in her ear. “What about what I
need?”

Another hot breath into Scarlett’s ear. Ruby
wormed her way around to Scarlett’s back, keeping her arms wrapped
tightly around her. “What do you need?” Her lips rubbed against her
demon’s lobe, as she spoke.

Again, she released a whimpering sound, but
this one wasn’t because of the fear of the nether realm. When she
had first appeared to Ruby in that in between place, their current
positions were reversed. Now, it was the demon that was being
seduced. She too was a bit uneasy, as her princess once had been.
Her mind tried to stay on the fear of what she was being asked to
do, but that was slowly washing away.

Ruby’s hands unbuttoned Scarlett’s heavy
coat, while she nuzzled against the demon’s ear with her nose. She
slipped the thing off and tossed it to the side. Her hands were
back on her demon’s body. One hand was lightly caressing a breast,
while the other stayed at the midsection. “What do you need?” she
repeated.

“I need…” Scarlett tried. She decided not to
bother with words. The demon placed her hand atop the princess’ at
her navel and then dragged it down. She hiked up her skirt with the
other hand and guided the princess’ fingers to between her
legs.

Ruby smiled and tenderly bit her demon’s
earlobe. “Is that what you need?”

“Mmmhmm.”

The princess slid her finger inside Scarlett
at her insistence. As she touched her demon, Ruby could feel the
sensations radiating back into her and giving her the same
gratification. She’d grown to love the pleasure loop that Scarlett
had once spoken of. The time when she had resisted her horned
demon’s advances seemed so long ago now. She was the one initiating
such things now, and thought nothing of it.

Scarlett moaned at her master’s touch. She
needed every distraction she could get, and she was going to take
full advantage. She grabbed the bottom hem of her dress, pulling it
up and over her head and tossing it to the side with the coat, so
that she was standing naked except for her leather boots in that
arcane archive, with the leering portrait of the dashing young man
watching with his voyeuristic eyes. Ruby’s hand instantly returned
to the breast, while the other continued in its pursuits further
below.

Ruby pulled her wet finger out from the warm
slit between her demon’s legs and pushed her gently forward, until
they arrived at the glass display case. The princess then leaned
Scarlett’s torso forward over the case. She placed a foot in
between her companion’s legs, spreading them apart, and then knelt
down, sliding her tongue in that same warm, wet slit that tasted of
strawberries.

The horned demon’s chest and head were flat
against that cold glass surface, but her body felt nothing but heat
- heat radiating from her princess’ touch. She bit her lip, as she
often did, and closed her eyes, trying to focus on the simple
pleasure. Her hands gripped the far side of the case, and she
rotated her head over to the other side. Her eyes fluttered open
and caught sight of the bracelets setting there beside her. She
knew she had a task to accomplish for her master.

“Ruby…”

The princess stopped for but a moment, “Yes?”
She stuck her tongue back inside.

“I’m ready.”

“Mmm?”

“I’ll go into the nether realm for you.”

Another pause. “Not yet you won’t. I’m not
done with you.”


Chapter 30. Into the Nether

 The scholars of the mortal world didn’t truly
know what the nether realm was. They had accounts from various
demons, and there were the monks of the Cloister and the Glow that
had studied it and the demons for years upon years, but no mortal
could ever know what the place really was. The general consensus,
however, was that the realm was a repository for the souls of
mortals upon their deaths. Though their bodies would die and
decompose, their mind and spirit would live on as a demon of the
nether world. Scarlett couldn’t have said whether that was true or
not. She had no recollection of ever being human. She had certainly
given it thought over her time inside the nether realm and on the
physical side, but she simply didn’t remember.

Sometimes she would fantasize about who she
had been prior to becoming a demon. She wondered if her physical
form was not simply the princess’ desire fulfillment but also a
part of who she used to be. Maybe she had been a woman, though she
equally assumed there was a possibility she had been a man (if she
indeed had been a mortal of course). She thought about how she
could have spent her life. Perhaps she had been a farmer’s wife,
toiling in the field, or maybe, like Ruby, she was someone of royal
blood. Her usual fantasy involved being an explorer, searching for
adventure and new experiences. The one thing she did know is that
the answers to her questions would not lie inside the nether realm.
The only answer she would find in there would be the name of the
craggy hand demon.

Scarlett sat on the bed of one of the long
since abandoned rooms, while Ruby stood in front of her holding the
runic bracelets. They picked one of the bedrooms with a touch less
carnage and stains than the rest. The room they had selected only
contained a few scratch marks on the ground, like someone had
clawed at it.

Wincing, the horned demon held one hand up
toward her princess, and Ruby slid the first cold, glowing bracelet
on her wrist. It felt heavy, but not because of the weight. She
felt weak. The power was drained from her, so that she felt like
nothing but an empty husk. She felt almost like a mundane human in
that moment. She lifted her other hand, notably less enthusiastic
than the first. The princess placed the other bracelet over her
wrist, and Scarlett felt nothing left of her bond to the human
before her. She felt alone. She didn’t like it.

“Do they work?” Ruby asked her.

“I can’t feel you. I’m hollow. Can you feel
me?”

The princess kind of looked down at her own
body in examination. “I don’t think so.”

Scarlett moved her hands together, pinching
her thumb and forefinger into the soft, fleshy part of her other
hand, where there was a pressure point. “Do you feel that?”

Ruby shook her head. “Nothing.”

“Guess they’re working…”

“I’ll be here when you get back. Everything
will be fine then.” The princess backed up and sat in a wooden
chair near the door of the room.

Scarlett’s eyes dropped to the floor for a
moment, thinking about what was being asked of her, before she laid
down, curling herself into a tight ball. She then closed her eyes
and focused on her home, on the nether realm. The horned demon
slowly drifted away into a sleep like state. Her awareness for her
body vanished and all that was left was her mind. That’s all that
could manage to exist there. She knew that her body, which she had
grown quite attached to, was still lying on that bed with those
magic manacles strapped around her wrists. She knew the princess
was looking over her and protecting her physical form, as she went
on this journey, but it was hard to remember that fact, when she
couldn’t even touch her own body anymore.

Her presence back in the nether realm was
overwhelming. Despite her protests and horrible experiences, there
was a kind of beauty in its complete absence of form in contrast to
the busy and chaotic world that her princess lived in. Everything
in that place was built on a thought, out of thoughts, for
thoughts. There was nothing else. Contemplations, ideas, notions,
conceptions, plans, schemes, opinions, conclusions, conjectures,
and intentions. Every way you can flex and twist your mind, there
was a representation of that inside the nether realm. Despite the
lack of form, there was still pleasure and pain, but they were of
an emotional nature. There were no physical senses to provide
context to anything. No touch, sight, sound, smell, or taste. Only
thoughts. Your thoughts and all the other demon’s silently
communicating with one another. Privacy was nonexistent, as
everything was shared. Sometimes, there was no distinguishing your
own mind from someone else’s.

Scarlett wondered how she even had formed an
identity there. How she had managed to carve herself out from the
noisy collective. How she found the willpower to drive herself from
the pack and bond her mind to Ruby’s. How she escaped the nether
realm and gave herself physical form. Now back inside the nether
realm, she worried that her consciousness would amalgamate back
with the collective thoughts. She could feel parts of her own mind
pressing against that of another. She felt alone after putting
those blue-glowing bracelets on, but there, that was no longer a
concern. She was a part of the whole once more. She lost her
identity among the foreign thoughts gnawing away at her
consciousness. She thought that maybe she belonged there in the
nether realm. Ruby’s existence started to fade from the scattered
pieces of her mind that still remained hers to claim.

She shook it off. The once horned demon
grabbed every thought that she could still recognize as hers and
pushed the rest away. She wouldn’t let this place change her. She
had a mission. Her princess needed her, and she would not get lost
in the silent noise of thought. The craggy hand demon. He had a
true name, no matter what he went by in Nabiria. Here it existed
for all to know and see. All that mattered was how deep the demon
had buried it amongst the collective. He couldn’t have hid it
exactly, only protected it, and disguised it. She could find it
easily enough if she could just focus on the objective. Knowing
what she was after would allow her mind to travel the realm to
where it was stored.

While she still had the wherewithal to keep
herself on task, Scarlett focused on the scant images she had of
the craggy hand demon. She thought of his power, the aura he had
exhibited at the Cloister. She thought about what Ruby had told her
of him. She thought about what she knew of Leina, and what the
craggy hand demon had done to her. She focused her every mind’s
muscle on the true name.

Distractions were a weapon in the nether
realm. She remembered them so well. She had to fight off anything
that was superfluous to get at the meat of the matter. Like birds
chirping in the ears she used to have, minds, thoughts, and other
individual entities poked and prodded at her own. They wanted to be
heard, acknowledged. They needed to exist, and that meant being
paid attention to. There was a barrage of thoughts the closer she
got to an answer, calling out to her, begging to be heard, crying
out for help.

There was a barricade of these distractions
placed strategically around the answer to her question. Scarlett
pushed past the rogue thoughts left behind to guard the true name
of the craggy hand demon. She could feel some stick to her mind and
latch on, while others tore off pieces of her and disappeared with
her own thoughts. If sound had existed there, she thought, this
little plot of the mindscape would be deafening. The demon wouldn’t
let anything stop her though. She kept moving her mind forward past
the distractions and nagging thoughts. When she finally arrived at
a place that looked to contain what she was looking for, she almost
forgot why she had come in the first place. There was so little of
her mind left. The craggy hand demon had designed this, she
realized. These traps were left, so that even if someone found his
true name, their mind would collapse under the weight of the
others. The victory of finding his true name was intended to be so
devastating that it was tantamount to a defeat. She had almost
nothing left of what she had entered the nether realm with.

She was there though, inside the eye of the
craggy hand demon’s thought storm. His true name was but a perusal
away. She glanced with her mind at that secret he had guarded so
fiercely. She demanded the answer to her question.

What is the name of the craggy hand demon,
she asked.

Tyran, a thought echoed back.

The craggy hand demon’s name was Tyran.
Scarlett knew his true name now, but she was trapped inside the
cage he had left for anyone too curious to come looking for him.
What good was this knowledge if she could not leave? The place she
found her mind wasn’t somewhere she could wake up from. She had to
travel with this thought back to where she had entered, which meant
she would have to make it back through all those traps again. The
small piece of her that remained worried she couldn’t cross through
that region of the nether realm again. Her princess needed her
though. Ruby needed to know the name Tyran. She would risk herself
for the woman she had bonded with.

Prior to fleeing the cage, Scarlett focused
whatever effort she still had to pull her thoughts back together.
The attempt was in vain, as the pieces that had been torn away from
her were scattered to the far reaches of the nether realm. Those
that had clung on to her mind weighed her down, distracting her
with nagging questions and ideas. They ranged from utterly trivial
to the metaphysical postulations that while interesting were
unknowable or unanswerable no matter how much thought was
given.

Who are you? When will this end? Is that
true? Can you help me? Am I bothering you? Would you like to play a
game? What is the meaning of this place? Help me! Is that me or is
that you? What’s happening to me? Will you be my friend? Are you
listening to me? How long have I been here? I need help!

Scarlett finally managed to push them away,
but it only resulted in her losing more pieces of herself. If she
had a body, she probably would have collapsed and caught her
breath. As she didn’t, she forced herself to press on. Her mind
shot up through the traps once more, scraping against the cloud of
distractions on her mental projection back to the physical realm.
Among the things she lost were her very reason for being there in
that insensible place. Ruby’s name was pulled violently and
maliciously away from her. She called after it with some thought of
her own, allowing it to peel off from her mind in an attempt to
retrieve it, but it was lost and muddled with the hundreds of other
thoughts it passed and was swallowed whole. The small piece of her
that finally made it past the traps that the craggy hand demon had
left to protect that name was no longer her. Scarlett was gone.


Chapter 31. Blip!

There was a
particular plant called a tribbage that some farmers grew on their
property in Lavidia. While it was not illegal to do so, Ruby’s
father had strongly opposed its use. When cut into small pieces,
placed in a pipe, and smoked, it would create a euphoric sensation
not unlike the toxic blissroot of the Abyss. The plant in Lavidia,
however, did not lead to death. Malaise, foolish behavior, and
laziness perhaps, but not death. It was just as addictive though,
and if one was weak enough, it could lead to terrible decisions.
The desire for more tribbage was all-consuming.

Ruby felt like that was what her horned demon
was to her. She knew Scarlett was bad for her, but that didn’t stop
the princess from wanting her, needing her. Five days had passed
since Scarlett went into the nether realm to find the name of the
craggy hand demon. Her desires had gone unfulfilled, as the
comatose woman on the bed could do nothing for her now. The
princess wished she hadn’t sent Scarlett. She just wanted her back.
Ruby had straightened her demon’s body out days ago, so that she
could lay with her on the bed. The mattress was small, and she was
forced to cozy up against her servant, but given their rather close
and intimate relationship, that was not a problem in her eyes.
Scarlett lay on her back, while the princess was on her side,
wrapping one leg and one arm over her demon’s body. Ruby’s nose was
resting in the long, orange strands of Scarlett’s hair, which were
tickling her nostrils and allowing her to breathe in the strawberry
fragrance that the demon somehow exuded. The princess’ fingers
caressed the silky smooth skin of her arm that even in her absence
retained its electric touch, but it just wasn’t the same without
her demon’s soft moans to accompany it.

Time had passed slowly, since Scarlett’s
departure into the strange realm that existed beyond her own. Ruby
didn’t know how to spend her days. She didn’t eat or drink. She
didn’t require sleep. She desired nothing but her own demon’s touch
and revenge against the craggy hand demon who had corrupted her
sister. Her nervous habit of pacing had reared its head, while she
waited. There on the room’s floor was a little trail worn along the
stones, where she’d walked. It consisted of a straight line with
two swirls at each end, where she had spun around on her heel to
turn back the other way. As a habit she had indulged for years,
there was a certain comfort in the act of pacing. For the moment,
however, she lay still on the bed with her demon servant and waited
away the moments.

The noise that echoed through the walls of
the monastery, however, was beginning to irritate her. Blip.
The princess had tried to keep it from her mind, but after five
days, the sound was beyond ignoring. Blip. She hadn’t heard
it when they were searching the deserted monastery, but now that it
was just her in that abandoned cave in the mountain, there was
enough silence to make it out. Blip. The sound was of what
seemed to be a slow drip, like someone had left a faucet running
over a bucket of water. Blip. She clenched her eyes shut,
trying to ignore it, but the metronomic sound was beginning to
drive her mad. Blip. The more she tried to ignore it, the
louder it became. Blip. Her unoccupied mind focused in on
the sound. Blip.

Ruby wondered what such a sound could be.
Blip. Snow melting and dripping inside the crevices of
masonry? Blip. Some faucet that the monks had set up that
they left slightly open? Blip. It wasn’t just water, she
began to think. Blip. It sounded more like sludge, something
foul and disgusting dripping down on the marble floor of the
massive monastery carved inside the mountain. Blip. What
about the thing that killed all these monks? Blip. She had
been impressed with its power when she saw what it had done to
those men and women’s bodies. Blip. Their bodies were ripped
apart like they were nothing. Blip.

That dark urge began to tick inside her,
matching the drop of the sludge. Blip. Go. It wanted so
badly to find the source and turn whatever it was into her slave.
Blip. Find. She needed its power. Blip. The. She
needed its knowledge. Blip. Power. She needed to seed her
poisons inside it and consume its mind. Blip. Go!

“I’m going!” she shouted at the dripping
sound.

Scarlett didn’t seem to respond to the sudden
noise.

Ruby apologized regardless and kissed her
demon on the cheek before standing up from the bed. While she had
rested and waited, the princess had hung the cloak she’d taken from
the rogue, Slip, on the doorknob. Ready to leave in search of the
sound and its corresponding power, Ruby grabbed it and flung it
behind her, slipping her arms into its holes. She flipped the hood
up over her head, so that the cloth cast a heavy shadow over her
pale face. Twisting the knob, she pulled the door toward her and
left her demon to fend for herself for a while. Her greed for power
would not be sated, until she had in her grasp whatever dark thing
had destroyed this place.

She walked slowly down the hall, listening
for the drip. Blip. The sound was still there for her to
follow, but it was a little bit quieter, though the difference was
barely noticeable. She exited the long hallway and made her way
back to the large open chamber that connected everything together.
Ruby hadn’t explored all the rooms, as once they’d found the
archive room, they’d stopped their search. Scarlett had insisted
that something awful was behind the power source she detected.
She’d said it was something old and dangerous. The princess had
heeded her words for the past five days, but the prospect of a
power to claim proved too tempting to resist.

Stopping in the great hall, she listened for
the sound. Blip. Ruby closed her eyes and tried to locate
the source. Blip. Her body turned to face the origin of
where she believed the dripping noise to be coming from.
Blip. Not opening her eyes, the princess began to move
toward the sound. Blip. She started to realize that the
sound was above her, and that she would have to take the stairs up
that she had so far avoided. Blip. For the moment though,
she kept her eyes closed to identify the direction of the sound and
determine which door she should travel through. Blip. Ruby
opened her eyes having decided the path forward. Blip. There
was a rather large set of double doors at the very top of the
stairs that she found herself facing.

The princess ascended the stairs and
approached the tall and wide doors. They were made of a thick,
heavy-looking metal and were engraved with strange symbols and
sigils, the likes of which she had never seen before. A sudden
realization crossed her mind - these doors were different from
everything else in the monastery. It looked as though everything
there had been built specifically around this set of doors. The
princess’ questions about the Glow’s monastery grew. Did the monks
find something hidden there? Did they go there with that specific
purpose? Clearly, it had not ended well for them. She ran her
fingers over the cold, molded designs with a mild curiosity to
their meaning but not so much that they would heed her progress.
Finding the hand holds for one of the doors, she tugged back at the
immense and heavy door, opening herself to a large cavern.

A terribly musty odor assaulted her sense of
smell upon the doors opening, but there was very little to be seen
at first. The unlit cave was nothing elaborate like the rest of the
monastery had been. This was simply a hole dug in the rock of the
mountain, but that wasn’t to say it was empty. As her eyes adjusted
to the dim room, she saw the most horrible abomination the princess
had ever laid her eyes on situated at the center of the room. The
amorphous, blob-like thing was massive, reaching nearly to the
ceiling and sides of the enormous cavern. She could only imagine
the depths it reached back to, as the creature was too big to see
around. Ruby had difficulty distinguishing between the cave and the
beast itself, as whatever constituted its skin was covered in rocks
and jutting sections of stone. The room was not illuminated like
the rest of the monastery, so Ruby had to watch closely, as certain
parts of the room breathed and snored. She spotted the glint of
dripping saliva at one part of its body - a section she wouldn’t
have thought to be its mouth. Jagged, awkwardly overlapping teeth
accompanied the saliva, confirming that to indeed be an orifice.
That was not the only mouth and set of teeth she found, however.
She spotted three or four potential sets of teeth, each dripping
the same disgusting sludge from their mouth. One pile in particular
caught her eye, as a dribble slipped from its mouth and landed with
the familiar blip sound that had been driving her mad for
days.

Somehow, all of this would have been fine
except for the centerpiece of her discovery. Attached to what
looked like a long, sinuous cord (that struck her to be similar to
a newborn’s umbilical cord) was the form of a man leaning against
the creature. The long cord crept out from some unseen place of the
beast’s mysterious body and slithered into the back of the man’s
head. His skin was a pasty blue kind of color, partially
translucent, and the veins of his body and some of the movements of
his organs and muscles could be seen through the thin layer of
flesh. Tattered rags that were reminiscent of the monks of the
Cloister barely covered the man’s body. Could it be one of the
members of the Glow, she asked herself. Her curiosity and her need
for more power overwhelmed any fear that she may have had hidden
deep inside her.

Her feet began to move forward, the leather
of her soles bending to the uneven nature of the wet cave floor.
Blip. She stepped over some fluid soaked limb with little
bumps like an awful case of measles or some pox marks from a nasty
infection. Blip, blip. The metronomic sound of the dripping
echoed in the cave. Blip, blip. She wished it would just
shut up. Blip, blip. Ever since her poisoning, it had been
so much easier for things to get under her skin. Blip, blip.
She was even more irritable without Scarlett by her side to soothe
her bad nature with a little physical relief. Blip, blip.
Ruby was finding herself giving into the darkness once more.
Blip, blip. No matter how much she fought and pushed it
back, it always returned for more. Blip, blip. The thing
always seemed to have a second wind… or third, or fourth, and so
on. Blip, blip. She just couldn’t keep up the struggle.
Blip, blip. She ground her teeth together, demanding with
her mind that the noise be silent. Blip, blip. Her anger at
the sound was winding her up more and more with each incessant
drip, until she could take it no more. Blip, blip.

“BE SILENT!” she shouted, clamping her eyes
shut, leaning forward, and bending her fingers as though they were
the claws of an animal about to strike.

Dozens of the beast’s eyelids peeled back,
exposing eyeballs ranging from the size of her own to bigger than
her whole body. It began to move, the crunching of rocks and
rumbling of the mountain accompanying its efforts. The whole room
trembled in fear, but Ruby held still. Tentacles dropped out from
what she could only assume was its nose, shooting toward her but
stopping some feet away. Each had two oval slits in them, and they
sucked at the air, trying to determine what she was by her odor.
One section that she felt forced to designate as its head raised,
the eyes attached to that section blinking as though it had been
sleeping for ages. Its lips snarled, and the skin of its
face jerked back so fiercely that the bone of its jaw was
exposed and covered in the same sludge it had been drooling so
freely. The long tendril raised the man at the center of its form
up, and he too opened his eyes. They glowed. He opened his mouth
wide in a silent sort of scream. The glow came from there as well.
It was a radiant blue light, just like the artifact that caused the
schism in the monks in the first place. Was it Daibhu? Had she
found the leader of the Glow? What happened to him after all these
years? Even in this beast’s awakening, Ruby was no more concerned
with her safety. She needed the power that Daibhu had found.

Daibhu’s body pushed forward like a meat
puppet on a stick toward her, while all the teeth, tendrils, and
eyes came to life behind him. The princess had a singular focus,
however. She needed the power he clearly had, even if this was what
had become of him. The glow from his eyes and mouth grew brighter,
as the cord sloppily pushed him toward her, hovering inches off the
ground. The luminescence was not limited to his face, however.
There, in his gut, glowed the same blue light, filtered by his
sick, translucent skin. That must be it, she told herself.

The next act was one that she didn’t feel
fully in control of. She spit a layer of her acid onto her right
hand and then plunged it forward into the hovering body of what she
assumed was the mad monk, Daibhu. Her strength, augmented by the
poisonous power inside her, and the layer of acidic venom coating
her fingers allowed her to easily penetrate the orb’s fleshy cage.
The man’s gut was icy to the touch, not like any living body should
have been. Daibhu shrieked a hollow kind of roar, as though the air
were being sucked from his lungs. Ruby wrapped her fingers around
the glowing orb inside his gut and yanked with all her terrible
might. The spherical artifact came out covered in fleshy wiring and
wrappings. A series of tubes circled its form, culminating in a
thick cord that stretched back inside Daibhu’s stomach.

The monk continued to screech at her, and now
his hands clawed at her, but the beast behind him just waited,
content to watch the scene unfold. Daibhu’s strength seemed to have
weakened, as he impotently slapped at her hand, attempting to
retrieve the orb back from her. Ruby yanked back on the orb one
more time, but the cord was limited in length. Rather than coming
out, it began to rip upward, through Daibhu’s body. A line tore
through the pasty blue flesh, up into his chest, with a spattering
of strangely cold blood flying out at her, as she pulled the cord.
The monk’s fingers returned to his own body, attempting to keep the
fibers from ripping him any further.

The princess was not letting go. She wrapped
the cord around her arm several times like a sailor looping a rope
around his forearm. She then placed one of her feet in the empty
spot of Daibhu’s gut for leverage and then pulled back on the cord.
The fibers got stuck on the bones of his ribcage, but Ruby yanked
and tugged as hard as she could. The bones seemed weaker and more
brittle than they should have been. His flesh ripped open. She
could see as the dust of the ribcage wore away, falling to the
ground like sawdust. One final yank and the cords broke into the
bones, grinding and scraping slowly up through them.

Daibhu’s face was full of pain and panic, as
his weak fingers tried to halt her progress, but he had slumbered
too long and let his power fade. Behind him, the connected beast
still waited. The monk tried to say something, but no words came
from his mouth. His eyes looked sad and concerned, but Ruby paid
them no mind. The orb’s power was all that mattered to her. Leaning
backward and placing all her weight against the orb’s tethers, the
princess placed her other foot inside Daibhu’s gory gut, so that
she was now completely off the ground and using the monk’s own body
for leverage against him. She used this new footing to pull back
once again, and the cord continued to stretch up to just below his
translucent neck. She could see the fiber continue further up, but
she didn’t know how much farther it really went. It didn’t matter.
She wrapped more of the cord around her forearm and then yanked
again.

Another splatter of cold blood, as the tether
tore through his neck and butted against his jawbone. Daibhu made a
series of sputtering, gurgling, choking sounds. His hands finally
let go of the cord, now too focused on the massive gash from his
navel to his chin. He futilely tried to stop the blood flow that
slowly dripped out of the wound. Ruby continued to pull against the
bones of Daibhu’s face and watched as the brittle jawbone tore away
just as the ribcage had been. Gritting her teeth, the princess gave
it another powerful tug and watched, as the monk’s face split in
two.

Ruby tumbled to the floor, as the body of
Daibhu finally fell from the hovering position it had held. She
landed on her backside, still holding the orb, but it was no longer
connected to the monk. The last pull had ripped the tether cord
completely through his skull, and now his empty husk lay sprawled
on the rocky floor, ripped nearly in half. The orb, however, was
still attached to the beast through the cord that had been
protruding from the back of Daibhu’s head.

Free of the human remains, the beast finally
began to shift and move. The cave rumbled again in response, and
debris fell from the ceiling. The echoing, slithering sound was
maddening, but still, Ruby held onto her glowing prize. The damp
limb that she had stepped over to get to Daibhu’s body began to
slither toward her, while the eyes just watched with eager desire.
She, meanwhile, was too concerned with what she held in her hands.
She stared down at the glowing sphere still covered in the monk’s
cold blood and gore. The parts not covered in the tendrils and
cords were smooth like a polished stone. The orb gave off no heat
despite its luminous glow. Ruby stood back up, but she instantly
felt the wet limb behind her coil tightly around her legs, all the
way up to her waist. She tried to pull herself out of its grasp,
but the limb was too tightly constricted. The slithering limb that
grabbed her raised her up into the air and held her there, where it
could do as it liked.

That was when the tendrils that wrapped
around the orb came loose and then fell off completely like autumn
leaves falling from the branches of a tree. She held the glowing
artifact in her hands without restriction, but the beast’s grip
still trapped her inside, leaving her with nowhere to go. The cord
that had been attached to the orb slunk back behind her, and she
could feel it slap sloppily and wetly against the back of her head.
Her free hand tried to slap it away, but it held resolute in its
position. Another pair of the beast’s limbs slithered forward and
grabbed her wrists, separating them from the core of her body. She
still held the orb tightly in the grip of one hand. She wasn’t
letting go. That seemed, however, to align with the creature’s
intentions. The hand that held the orb was made to move toward her
own face. A more dexterous appendage shot out and grabbed her jaw,
forcing her mouth to open wider than she thought herself possible.
The creature’s intent became quite clear to Ruby. It wanted the orb
inside her, just as it had been inside Daibhu. It wanted to slide
that cord into the back of her neck and connect it to the glowing
orb. It wanted a new host to control and use and devour from
within. The orb was mere inches from her forced open mouth and
moving ever closer. The cord at the back of her skull was now
digging painfully into her skin, trying to worm its way inside her.
She could feel either blood or its sloppy wetness dripping down the
back of her neck.

Ruby refused to become whatever this foul
thing wanted her to be. She desired its power, but it sought to
control her. She would not be its slave. The princess did the only
thing she could - she dropped the orb, letting it fall down her
body. The tendril that had held her mouth open was forced to let go
and retrieve the orb in midair. This gave her control over her head
once more. She knew what followed would be dangerous given how it
had turned out last time, but it seemed her only option. Just as
she had done back in Gloomport, Ruby wrenched the lever inside her
chest to open with full force. She used the rage of capture, the
frustration at being bound, and the loneliness she’d suffered
without Scarlett to open the portal into her poisonous core.

Toxins rushed from her mouth, eyes, ears,
nose, nether regions, the tiny holes in her skin, and anywhere else
it could ooze from. Her body tore itself apart to release the venom
to the outside world once more. The poison rushed out of her and
onto the various appendages that the beast had wrapped around her
body. The toxic substance tore at the beast, forcing its grip to
falter and release her to fall hard to the floor. The tendrils all
sucked back toward the creature in an attempt to protect it from
the terrible maelstrom that began to form around the princess’
body. The poisons swirled and whooshed around the cavern, and the
beast backed itself into a corner as best it could, but the venom
carved away at its flesh and bone. It howled some foreign words and
the mountain howled with it, echoing every undecipherable syllable.
Ruby was in trouble, however, as she found herself unable to stop
the flow. She had only been able to do so in Gloomport thanks to
her demon’s assistance.

Scarlett, she thought. Where are you? I need
you.


Chapter 32. Following the
Mental Breadcrumbs

Scarlett, something whispered via a
thought.

The amalgamation of minds of the nether realm
had heard it, but the demons there had no use for it. There was,
however, one small piece that connected to it - a part of that huge
conglomerate of thoughts that sensed the name Scarlett was
important to it. This little piece was weak and crushed under the
weight of more powerful demons vying for control of the nether
realm and for a way out. This little thought that liked the name
Scarlett could barely move through the minds it was being
suffocated by. Thanks to this small thought though, the Scarlett
piece was able to wriggle free from the vice-like grip to a spot of
relative comfort. It was but a bubble between enormous collections
of ideas, yet the thought was able to pause and recuperate.

There in that vacant space, the Scarlett
thought was able to hear other ideas and concepts for the first
time in what seemed like forever. There the thought was able to
give meaning to this word Scarlett.

I’m Scarlett, the thought decided. That’s who
I am.

She began to examine the word itself. If she
were to drop a T, the word began to mean a color. Red. She swam
through the other minds, latched onto this thought, and grew in
mental size and power. The color had synonyms and associated words,
another thought called out.

Rose. Cardinal. Crimson. Sanguine. Cherry…
Strawberry?

She reached to the concept of a strawberry,
encompassing it and making the idea of it part of her. It felt
familiar and comfortable, as she wrapped her formlessness around
it. As she took it inside herself, she actually thought it
generated heat.

How is that possible? There’s no concept of
warmth here.

The sensation vanished, and she discarded any
notion that there had been something there.

The strawberry, however, led her to more
questions with her growing curiosity. It was a fruit, she’d
discovered via another thought that she absorbed as well. Then,
across the spaceless region of the nether realm, the Scarlett
thought felt a tug from something that seemed foreign and
unconnected at first glance. It was poison.

Poison. Toxin. Bane. Acid. Venom.

These words accompanied it. The concept that
housed these words described them as coming in many colors of its
own, just like the strawberry was red. It could manifest in a
variety of textures and consistencies. It was a part of nature in
the physical realm, secreted, injected, grown, and concocted.

Why are strawberries and poison
connected?

Another synonym for Scarlett appeared
then.

Ruby.

This word was small, only four letters.
Despite its length, the ideas that offered possible connections
were numerous in the nether realm, scattered in every possible
direction. The Scarlett thought consumed this word, Ruby, somehow
knowing it had a greater meaning than just another word for red.
The Scarlett thought wanted to discover what that was. One thought
explained that ruby was a type of jewel and naturally occurring
gemstone. She took in the knowledge, but that wasn’t why it was
special. That ruby was lowercase. Hers was upper. This was more
important than a sparkling rock. The case meant it was a name, she
learned.

A name for what?

The Scarlett thought resumed searching
through the Ruby connected thoughts. Many, she found, seemed empty
of knowledge that she could understand. There was that warmth
sensation again, and she felt like the physical realm was tugging
at her. These thoughts, she decided, must have been connected to
something that happened there.

Why are they here now?

The Scarlett thought perused everything she
could find on the subject, eventually arriving at one that
connected the three big concepts she discovered so far.

Ruby. Strawberries. Poison.

This new thought combined those three
elements into a single story. They told of a young woman named Ruby
(a woman this assorted collection of thoughts found remarkably
beautiful) who was poisoned through her favorite food, a
strawberry. Rather than die, however, this woman was saved by
magic. The caster of this spell died during the channeling of the
magic, resulting in an unintended consequence. This woman became
something called the poison princess.

Poison Princess, the Scarlett thought
repeated in her head.

That meant something. This woman meant
something.

What is this poison princess to me?

The warmth that she couldn’t explain grew.
Without searching it out, another image inside a thought appeared
to her.

This was of another woman, but not the poison
princess. This was of a redhead with horns and who wore orange eye
shadow. She had on a black dress, though she apparently didn’t like
wearing it and discarded it regularly. She was quite lovely too,
but unlike with the Ruby woman, she wasn’t exactly attracted to
her. Rather, the Scarlett thought felt she was her.

I have a physical body? The growing
collection consumed this thought as well, taking it into herself
and growing rapidly. Scarlett now had an identity.

Outside the nether realm, the same voice that
had called out the name Scarlett repeated the words.

Scarlett, where are you? I need you.

She knew without proof that the voice
belonged to the poison princess, to Ruby. Ruby was… her
princess, she realized. They were bonded. The bond of a human and a
demon. Her suspicions had been true. She did have a body. She must
have traveled into the nether realm for some reason.

The pieces of Scarlett’s memory were being
pulled toward her now. She felt powerful - strengthened by the
truth, invigorated by her princess’ needs. She focused her full
efforts on recovering every missing piece, every lost idea that had
been stripped of her. With each one, she knew more about what had
happened and why she was there. The craggy hand demon. He had
corrupted Ruby’s sister…

Leina!

Scarlett recovered that name from a new
memory. The craggy hand demon needed to be stopped. He was trying
to kill Ruby now, and the only way to defeat him would be something
hidden in an archive at the top of a mountain, Rashtalg. They had
called the place the Roof of the World. Monks had set up a
monastery inside the mountain. There was some item that would help
them. It was metal but looked more like stone. It was cold but
glowed with an arcane light. She had worn it. Scarlett pulled more
into herself. Thoughts and memories were coming toward her with
ease now. She felt nearly whole, and she wouldn’t stop until she
was the woman she used to be. She would be the woman Ruby wanted
her to be.

The bracelets, she finally
remembered.

They were strapped around her wrists and
severing her connection back to her princess. Despite that broken
link, Ruby had called out to her for help. She had to hurry. She
had to collect everything and get back to her. There was one
glaring hole still missing. Scarlett had gone into the nether realm
for the craggy hand demon’s name. She wouldn’t leave without it.
She remembered finding it. He had trapped it deep within the hidden
recesses of the demonic realm, storing it around distracting
thoughts, notions, and needs that had ripped her apart. She had
made it out though. She had learned it, before the thoughts
completely disassembled her, nearly destroying her forever. Ruby
couldn’t allow that, though, so Scarlett wouldn’t give up either.
She reached out with her mind and grabbed that final piece.

Tyran.

That was the craggy hand demon’s name. She
could escape now that it was back in her mind’s possession.

Holding every last piece of her close to
herself, Scarlett leapt out from the nether realm and back into the
body that Ruby had willed into existence for her. She awoke on the
bed of that cold monastery room with a gasp, raising herself up and
looking wildly around. The horned demon swung her legs off the side
of the bed and tried to pull the bracelets off her wrist. They
wouldn’t budge.

Why won’t they come off?! She shouted in her
head. Ruby needs me!

Scarlett decided she couldn’t worry about
that for the moment. She stood and ran to the door, flinging it
open before setting off down the empty hallway. Within seconds, the
hallway was behind her, and she stood in the great hall. Without
her connection, she couldn’t feel where her princess was, but as
you can imagine, the sound of the poison maelstrom made the task of
finding Ruby easy enough.

Scarlett ran as fast as she could toward the
stairs, then up them, then into the cavernous room behind a set of
double doors made of some strange metal with equally odd sigils
carved into their surface. She ignored them and moved into the
room, staring at the swirling abyss of poison. Her instinct was to
rush forward to help her princess, and she even began to do just
that, until a stray splash of the venom landed on the skin of her
hand. Normally, this wouldn’t have meant anything, as she had
Ruby’s immunity, but that was no longer the case. The bracelets
were breaking her bond, which meant she no longer benefitted from
the poison resistance. The toxin sizzled on her demonic skin eating
away at it like she was anyone else. She jerked her hand, flinging
the poison off her, and she took a step back. She couldn’t imagine
how to reach her princess with the bond breaking bracelets on.

The horned demon tugged once more at the
stone-like bracelets, attempting to wrench them off her body and
restore the connection that she and Ruby had together. Still, they
wouldn’t budge. Scarlett got down on the ground, putting her heels
on the bands of the metal, trying to exert enough force to just get
them off her skin. Instead, the flesh began to peel off as she
pushed, but the bracelets stayed where they were. She crawled
toward the stairs, bashing the rocky metal against the handrail,
but the bracelets were unaffected. They must have some magical
restriction, she told herself. Something to keep the wearer from
taking them off before the human is ready. She realized she
needed her princess to remove the bracelets, but her princess
needed her to save herself from her own poisonous spout. She had to
make a decision. She had to decide how much pain she was willing to
suffer for Ruby.

Scarlett stood back up, staring into the
maelstrom swirling and filling the cavernous chamber. A tear
trickled down her cheek, while the bracelets hung defiantly from
her wrists, unwilling to loosen their grip on her. The horned demon
took a deep breath and then plunged forward through the spiraling
poison storm. It was the first thing back from a sensationless
realm of pure thought, and she dove face-first into a swirling
tidal wave of toxic filth capable of killing mortals in seconds if
Ruby made the venom strong enough. Scarlett had never felt anything
so terrible. She couldn’t even have imagined that such pain
existed. She had only rudimentary magical powers without her
connection to her princess, so the poison ate away at her flesh
like nearly anyone else. She attempted to mend it, as she went, but
the pain was nearly unbearable and a mind-altering distraction.
Nearly tripping over the jagged rocks of the cave floor, Scarlett
caught herself and plunged ever forward after her princess. The
timespan from the outside to the eye of the storm was probably only
measured in seconds, but the pain aggrandized it to seem like hours
of torture.

When she had finally made it through the
acidic waves, her skin was boiling with burn marks where it had
managed to remain. Chunks of bone and muscle were exposed, and
there was certainly nothing left of the dress. Her long orange hair
was nothing to speak of, having been lost to the all-consuming
poison as well. Her curled horns lay bare on her skull. She
stumbled forward, falling to her skinless knees just before Ruby,
who was still spouting out everything she had inside her. The bones
of her exposed knees crunched against the rocks in agonizing
defiance, as she crawled forward to help her princess. The black
soot and gravel ground into her bones and under what skin she had
left. She blacked in and out of consciousness but never wavered in
her efforts to get to Ruby. After another lengthened section of
time, she had made it to within inches of her human connection to
that realm.

Her lips and tongue were both in bad shape
from the venom, and her throat burned, but she forced herself to
speak. “Ruby.” The one word took nearly everything she had.

The princess turned to see her demon, flesh
in shreds and in terrible pain from her own lack of control.

Scarlett held out her bloody and purple ooze
covered arm to the princess. Another terrible effort, and she said,
“Pull.”

Ruby understood what she needed. The bracelet
had to come off. Through the force of the poisonous hurricane
surrounding her, she managed to twist her body to face her demon.
With everything she had, she raised her hands and grabbed the stony
metal bracelet. Rather than pull, the princess just held tight and
fell backward using her own weight to accomplish the task. The
first bracelet came off, falling to the ground and then getting
swept up in the current.

The horned demon felt power flow back through
her. Though not immune, she did feel a level of resistance to the
poison return to her. Her flesh began to knit itself back together,
and her body generally began an involuntary repair process. She
even generated another dress back over her skin, though she’d have
preferred it stay off. Her strength restored, she moved quickly to
her princess and held her up. She wrapped her arms around her
nearly limp frame, letting her own power flow into Ruby’s body.

With her demon’s touch, the princess felt
some strength reenter her. She managed to reach down inside
herself, where that poisonous lever was housed. Wrenching it back
to an off state required all of that newfound strength, but she
managed it nevertheless. The poison began to flow back inside her,
just as painful as it was going out. After the process finished
over the course of several minutes, she collapsed to the floor
sucking in air, like she had been drowning in the spewing filth.
The cavernous ceiling dripped more than the beast ever had. It was
an orchestra of blips on a scale she wouldn’t have thought
possible. She was too exhausted by the expenditure and retrieval to
be bothered with it.

“Are you alright?” Scarlett asked.

“Thanks… to… you,” the princess replied,
still gasping for air.

The horned demon looked up to see why Ruby
had risked so much. The terrible poisons that flooded the room had
seared the beast that cowered at the edge of the room, but now that
they had cleared, it was beginning to move again. “My princess, I
believe it is time we go.”

“I… can’t,” she said, unable to catch her
breath. Her throat was parched like she had been walking in the
desert without water for days. “Need… poison…”

Scarlett held the other wrist, still
manacled, to her master, nearly shoving it in her face. “Take this
off, and I’ll oblige.”

The princess kind of shuddered, feeling
feverish, and she jerked back at the sudden sight of the bracelet.
She swallowed the air, burning her throat on the way down, and
raised herself off her hands. One hand was all she could manage,
and she collapsed back on the other, using it to brace herself. The
free hand clasped Scarlett’s wrist weakly. Her fingers grabbed hold
of the stony metal and tried to move it, but she couldn’t manage
the feat.

The beast’s limbs began to fall down from
where it had shielded itself. The dozens upon dozens of eyes
blinked open, scanning the room and determining whether it was
truly safe. It seemed to think so. Its limbs slithered forward,
while the strange nostril tentacles crept out and sucked at the
air. The dripping poison from the ceiling was all that was
protecting the women now. Each drop that landed on a tendril or
limb recoiled, causing it to shrink back into the creature’s form.
It was only a matter of time before it braved the poison and
attempted to continue what it had started.

Scarlett saw her princess’ weakness and knew
that she had to help her efforts. While Ruby grabbed the bracelet,
the horned demon grabbed Ruby. She helped her slide the bracelet
from her wrist, which whatever magic that had held it in place
seemed amenable to. The metal slipped from her wrist and fell with
a clang to the floor, tumbling down and landing near the other. Her
magic power and the bond to her princess was restored. Using that
recovered energy, Scarlett manifested and funneled a dark poison
into her princess. She forced it in at just a touch. Her power was
not complete due to all it had taken to teleport her and her
princess, however. The funnel closed and stopped, leaving her a
small pool to draw from if needed.

Ruby too recovered, but not fully. She was,
however, able to stand, along with her demon. The beast was still
there and still tempting its luck, trying to reach out into the
dripping poison, but the drops were continuing to hold it at bay
for the moment. The princess took that time to pick up the
bracelets and then to locate the orb. The artifact had luckily
drifted away from the creature, back toward the door. She ran over
to it, her shoes slapping in the puddles of ooze along the way, and
Scarlett followed her, thinking they were leaving, as they should
have been.

When the princess picked up the orb rather
than just leaving, Scarlett asked, “What are you doing?”

“It’s power,” Ruby replied.

“It’s corrupted! You can’t wield it.”

The princess had a dark glint to her eye.
“I’m taking it.”

Scarlett openly admitted that she liked when
the darkness inside Ruby manifested itself, but this glowing orb
was just too much. She worried it would be her downfall, but for
the moment she let it go. They had to get out of there, and that’s
exactly what her princess had begun to do.

Ruby ran back to Scarlett, who stood at the
door. She handed her demon the bracelets and said, “Can you find a
place to store these in your, uh… wherever you seem to put
things?”

The horned demon took the bracelets back,
careful to not let them fall onto her wrists again. “Yes, my
princess,” she replied with very little inflection or
enthusiasm.

Ruby cocked her head to the side. “Is
something the matter?”

Scarlett shook her head. “Now’s not the time.
We need to get out of here.”

The demon took her princess’ hand and pulled
her from the room. They ran down the steps and onto the black and
white marble floor, but they had to stop before they’d traveled
very far. Ahead of them was what Scarlett easily recognized as a
demon, holding a blade pointed at the women in one hand and a musty
old tome, open to a specific page, in the other. Behind the women
finally came the old beast, beginning to bash into the walls of the
room it had been kept in, trying to escape its prison cell. Ruby
and Scarlett found themselves trapped between these two
dangers.


Chapter 33. The Untethered Demon and a
Forgotten Beast

 The thing that stood
before them was something that Scarlett wouldn’t have thought
possible. It was a demon, even Ruby could immediately see that, but
there was more. This demon was untethered. There was no human bond
or connection to speak of. She couldn’t imagine how this woman
could have accomplished such a feat, and she wasn’t certain whether
it would make the demon weaker or more dangerous.

The untethered demon was remarkably human in
appearance just like Scarlett, but she had a much more reserved
physical presentation. The untethered demon was quite beautiful,
but she didn’t flaunt it like Scarlett was prone to. She had dark
black hair that fell gently to her shoulders, but it was actually
made of feathers rather than strands of hair, and she had a black
line etched across her face and over her eyes that looked much like
war paint. She wore a red dress with a black leather under bust
corset atop it. In contrast with Scarlett, this untethered demon
seemed less eager to show her skin, as she wore a cloth fabric
under her dress that covered everything from her toes up to her
neck. Over the skirt, the demon had a black leather belt with
silver buckles, where the sheath for her sword hung empty. A pair
of leather gloves protected her hands, but over the gloves were
chain bracelets.

The sword the untethered demon held in her
right hand was quite unique. The hilt was wrapped in black
leathers, and the cross guard was metal shaped into a jaw, so that
it looked like the blade was a tongue sticking out past the teeth.
The blade itself was composed of jagged edges on one side and a
sharp, curved edge on the other. The metal looked strong and
sturdy, but it was a crimson red color, further giving the
impression of a tongue. Whether this was made of some strange red
metal or just colored that way was unclear, but it left an
impression either way.

In her left hand, she held open a strange old
tome. Scarlett recognized the power held within it, but Ruby
actually knew what it was. It was a book of spellcraft, quite
literally. Durin had told her of a variety of magics in the world.
Some were simply blessed at birth with an internal magic source
like he had been or like the demons that were brought into the
world, but most people were more mundane in that regard. A very
select few, however, found ways to overcome that magic deficiency
with the power of letters and words in a precise combination.
They’d found a way to unlock sorcerous power without actually
having any of their own. Just as with normal magic, however, there
was still the chance for the effects and power of the spells to
drive the individual into a maddened state. Durin had once
described the contents of those kinds of books as cheat words.

What the untethered demon held in her hand
was a collection of these cheat words. The book was a Rook’s
Lexicon. Before Leina took over the kingdoms, the tomes had been
illegal to have and use under threat of death, so they were
exceedingly rare for anyone to have except trusted members of the
court. Durin had one, and when Ruby was a child, he had even let
her see it once. There was no mistaking that book for any other.
Just being in its presence gave off a sort of aura of chaotic
energy that could make you sick if you weren’t used to it. The
lexicon was bound in black leather, and etched onto either side
were strange symbols not part of any language still spoken or
known. They looked not unlike the engravings in the door the old
beast had been behind.

“I’ve been looking for you two,” the
untethered demon said in an all too cheerful tone.

The beast slammed against the walls behind
them again, causing the thunderous noise to echo through the great
hall.

“Who are you?” Ruby asked. She palmed the orb
and moved it to her back, not willing to let anyone take it from
her.

“Astrid, at your service,” she said, taking a
mock bow.

Scarlett narrowed her eyes. “And what
are you?”

Astrid smiled. “The same as you.”

Another clamoring smash against the wall
behind them.

Scarlett ignored it. She needed answers. “But
you’re not bonded. How is that possible?”

The untethered demon shifted on the spot,
deciding how to answer. “The bracelets you’ve collected aren’t the
only pair in the world.”

“How do you know of such things?” Ruby
demanded.

Astrid thumped her fingers against the book
in her hands. “I have my ways. I know what you’re planning, even if
your sister doesn’t. When I was much younger and my master still
alive, he placed a set on my wrists. I’m still wearing them.” She
nodded to the metal chains wrapped around her wrists. “Can’t get
the damn things off.”

Scarlett tilted her head. “When he was still
alive?”

Astrid smiled. “I killed him, just as I’ve
come to kill your master. Without the connection, I wasn’t forced
to share his death. I was allowed to live on. The same could be
said for you if you want it. Queen Leina has only contracted me to
bring back her sister’s head. If you put the bracelets on, I’ll
forget about you.”

Ruby wasn’t going to listen to Astrid any
longer. “Scarlett isn’t interested in--”

“Let her speak for herself!” the untethered
demon shouted, pointing the blade at the princess.

The beast slammed against the wall again. It
was nearly through the thick layers of rock.

Scarlett considered the untethered demon’s
words. Freedom certainly had its appeal, but she didn’t see Ruby in
the way Astrid had clearly seen her master. Scarlett felt joy to be
bonded with her princess. Rather than reply to the untethered
demon’s offer, she reached into the vacant space she stored things.
Astrid looked eagerly at the act, clearly assuming the bracelets
were on their way back out. That wasn’t the case, as Scarlett
retrieved the scythe she had used before as well as the war hammer
that Ruby seemed to have been comfortable using. She recognized
that they would have to fight their way out past this assassin
demon before the beast at their back came smashing through the wall
and claimed them all. Astrid frowned at the sight of the weapons,
but she didn’t appear to be too surprised.

Ruby took the weapon from her horned demon,
managing to wield the heavy thing in only one hand. The poison gave
her enough strength to effectively use it, while still clutching
onto the orb that the old creature seemed to be drawn to. “Like I
said,” the princess began. “Scarlett isn’t interested in your
deal.”

“So it seems,” Astrid replied with a shrug.
“I guess we’ll have to do this the hard way.”

The untethered demon looked down to her book
and mouthed something neither Ruby nor Scarlett was able to hear.
They were clearly able to see what the words from her lexicon had
accomplished, however. A mirror duplicate of Astrid stretched out
in a translucent, glossy wave from her body, taking form just to
her side. Everything had been swapped in the spellcraft. The copy
held the book and sword in opposite hands, her clothes were
reflected, and even the part in her dark feather hair was reversed.
She had effectively evened the odds.

Again, the mountain cracked and crumbled, as
the old beast smashed its body against the chamber walls. There was
little time to deal with the assassin who had been sent to claim
the princess’ head for Leina and the craggy hand demon. Ruby and
Scarlett both moved forward picking their respective version of
Astrid to meet in combat.

Ruby spit some of her venom onto the end of
the hammer and held the orb tightly in her fist. The more she
clenched, the more power she felt permeating from it. Scarlett
placed both hands on the grips of the wooden snaith and catalogued
in her head the number of spells she thought herself capable of
producing. Not many, she discovered. The dual versions of Astrid
also prepared for combat. The one approaching Ruby spoke something
that made a wave of green energy wash over her body before
dissipating entirely, while Scarlett’s opponent didn’t bother with
any additional words from her Rook’s Lexicon, opting to focus on
the sword. She flicked her wrist, twirling the red blade about and
then brought it up to face Scarlett.

The princess was the first of the four to
attack, raising the war hammer over her head and bringing it down
toward her version of Astrid. The untethered demon was a much more
capable fighter, however, and she simply moved to the side,
avoiding what would have been a crushing blow.

“Going to have to do better than that,”
Astrid mocked.

After stepping out from the path of the
swipe, the untethered demon slashed her blade across Ruby’s leg,
cutting the flesh and dress both. The princess hobbled backward,
getting some distance between herself and the assassin. Looking
down at her injury, she saw some of her poison-filled blood leaking
down her leg. It wasn’t too deep, she decided. Ruby spit her
venom down into the cut and watched as the skin mended itself.

“As will you,” the princess replied, rushing
forward once again.

Across the room, Scarlett felt the cut in her
leg that Ruby had received, but ignored it. She focused on her
opponent and had opted for a more subtle strategy than the
princess’ direct assault. She and Astrid circled each other, both
wary to step forward and attack the other. The assassin ultimately
made the first move, swinging her red blade horizontally toward
Scarlett. She met the attack with the thick wood of the snaith,
pushing back and causing Astrid to stumble several steps away.
Scarlett moved forward, swiping her scythe’s blade across the
assassin’s midsection, but she either moved too slow, or the
untethered demon moved too fast. Either way, she scraped nothing
but the air between them. The demons resumed their wary circling,
each waiting for the other to make the next move.

Ruby and her version of the assassin demon
continued to dodge one another’s weapon strikes, and the princess
was tiring of their game of misses. The poison inside her was
boiling, so she spat some out at the untethered demon before her.
The dark red spit hit an invisible field of magic causing the green
shimmering layer to reappear before her. The poison simply slopped
to the ground, and Astrid smiled at Ruby.

“I came prepared for you,” the untethered
demon informed Ruby.

The princess wiped her mouth clean of the
poison and clenched her fist on the grip of the war hammer,
continuing her former attacks. Scarlett, meanwhile, was casting a
series of spells against her opponent, but Astrid countered them
with the words in her book. Neither woman was getting any advantage
over the assassin that had been sent to collect the princess’ head,
and both worried that they wouldn’t have the time or energy to
properly deal with this new threat.

Both sets of combat were interrupted,
however, when the terrible beast smashed through the walls and into
the enormous cavern they now occupied. Rubble from the rock of the
mountain and ceiling overhead tumbled down and around the creature.
All of Rashtalg shook, causing Ruby, Scarlett, and both versions of
Astrid to fall to the ground. The old beast’s eyes shot all across
the room, as though it were searching for something or someone. The
dozens of eyes finally settled on the princess, and it began to
stomp and slither forward in her direction. Its sniffing
snout-tentacles shot out toward her, and the creature’s limbs
shuffled its terrible and undulating mass into the room.

The untethered demon that had attacked
Scarlett was the first to stand, and she took the opportunity to
try to finish her opponent off. Scarlett, however, still had enough
power to cast one final spell. Raising her hand, palm outward, she
released a heavy blast of energy that knocked Astrid back and into
the wall of the chamber. The assassin hit the back of her head
against the marble wall and fell to the floor in a heap. She didn’t
get back up.

Ruby and her version of Astrid found
themselves too preoccupied with the beast rampaging toward them to
bother with each other after they managed to stand on the shaky
ground. The eyes focused in on them, and the tendril that had been
connected to the back of Daibhu’s head (when it had been in one
piece) was arced outward toward them. The princess knew what it was
after, but she still was unwilling to accept it or give it up. She
held the orb up in the air and watched as the eyes covering its
disgusting amorphous body followed along with it. Seeing how badly
it focused on the glowing artifact, Ruby knew that it would never
give up looking for her and this magical item. No matter how
powerful it was, Scarlett had been right. The orb was cursed. She
had to get rid of it.

Luckily, the princess found that Astrid was
even more distracted than her with the oncoming beast. Reaching
back with the war hammer, she brought it at a harsh angle into the
untethered demon’s knee, cracking the bones out of place. Astrid
released a shrill scream as she collapsed to the ground. Ruby
tossed the glowing orb onto her fallen body, hoping it would draw
the attention of the beast away from her. She left the demon there
and set toward the door.

“Scarlett!” the princess called across the
room. “Time to go!”

Her horned demon was still on the ground, but
she managed to stand despite the shaking room and follow Ruby into
the tunnel they had come in through. The princess turned back and
saw the beast grab both the orb and Astrid’s body. The terrible
thing shoved the artifact into her mouth and down her throat before
attaching the tendril to the back of her head. Knowing that could
have been her made Ruby sick. She felt like vomiting but found
herself unable to perform the act. The beast didn’t seem satisfied
with controlling Astrid, and it continued to shamble forward.

“Can you collapse the tunnel?” Ruby asked her
horned demon, as they passed inside it.

She shook her head, catching her breath. “No
power left.”

The princess looked down to her war hammer.
“Back up,” she said, gently pushing Scarlett back with her other
hand.

Her demon servant complied, stepping back.
“What are you--”

The answer became transparent. With whatever
poisonous might she still had flowing through her, Ruby swung the
war hammer into one side of the cave’s wall. The ceiling overhead
rumbled. She ran to the other side and repeated the act. Rubble and
debris slipped down from the cavern ceiling. Satisfied with the
progress, Ruby ran back toward Scarlett, while the beast slithered
and pounded its body against the mountain, causing the rocks to
shift even more. The women began to run down the tunnel as fast as
they could, while the creature approached. By the time it smashed
against the tunnel entrance, the rocks collapsed between it and the
women, leaving them in the dark of the cave but safe from its wet
limbs.


Chapter 34. The Way Back


They were in the dark of the long tunnel leading back to the cold
Rashtalg mountainside once more, and Scarlett was forced to be
their collective eyes. The horned demon had folded the scythe and
war hammer back inside the hidden vaults, where she kept all her
most important possessions, and she held Ruby’s hand and guided her
through the cave. They’d left their coats back in the monk’s
bedroom that they’d been staying in, so the demon pulled a couple
new ones through the void. Even in that cave, the cold of the
mountain pierced through. The darkness and relative moment of calm
finally gave them time to speak of what Scarlett had uncovered in
the nether realm.

“Tyran?” the princess asked.

“Best not to say it aloud for now, but yes.
That’s what I found. He’d protected it well.”

“Is that why it took so long?”

“How long was I gone?”

“Five days. I was worried you wouldn’t come
back at all. That I’d lost you forever.”

“Nonsense, my princess. I shall never abandon
you.”

Ruby had seen a myriad of reasons to trust
her demon, but there was always a curiosity rattling around in her
head of what would happen if Scarlett no longer needed the
princess. She was after all, essentially a slave to the princess’
desires. That concern had finally been tested by the untethered
demon. The assassin had offered Scarlett complete freedom with the
use of the bracelets, and she’d turned it down. They would be
bonded for life.

The princess now had the craggy hand demon’s
name, but she wasn’t sure how that would help her exactly. “How do
I use this true name against him?”

“Quite simple, really,” her demon servant
replied. “You just need to speak it in his presence.”

“What will it do exactly?”

“I suppose I’m not sure. I’ve never actually
seen that act before. It’s kind of a horror story to all demons
though, to keep your true name a secret, lest you be controlled by
mortals.”

“It won’t kill him will it?”

“It shouldn’t, no. From what I have heard, it
will only weaken a demon temporarily.”

“Enough time to get the bracelets on
him?”

“I believe so, yes.”

“And when the connection to my sister is
severed, I can kill him without harming Leina.” It wasn’t a
question.

“Right. I think the plan shows promise.”

Ruby mostly agreed. She had already seen the
bracelets in practice. When Scarlett had worn them, their
connection had been completely severed. Nothing that the princess
felt was transferred to her companion, and more importantly,
whatever was inflicted upon the demon was not given back to the
master. The craggy hand demon could be killed without sacrificing
Leina if she could get the stony metal bracelets on his wrists.
That part of the plan seemed unwieldy, however. It would require a
weakened demon, and that meant using this true name, Tyran, against
him. Even Scarlett had never seen this in practice, and she wasn’t
about to rely on something that important without first testing
it.

“But this true name,” Ruby began. “I need to
be certain it works.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have any way of
reassuring you, my princess.”

“There is one way.”

“How do you mean?”

“I could speak yours… and we could see what
happens.”

“Oh. I see.”

“Is that a problem, Scarlett?”

“Well, I can’t actually say it.”

“You don’t trust me with it?”

“No. I mean that literally. I can’t speak the
name. No demon can utter their own true name to anyone, bond or
otherwise.”

“Oh,” Ruby said with a tone of disappointment
in her voice. “Never mind then.”

Scarlett was not eager to spread the word of
her true name, but she absolutely did trust Ruby with such
information. She knew that her princess would be just as
susceptible to attacks should her true name find its way to someone
else’s ears. They had both proven that their bond meant something
to each other time and time again, so the horned demon decided that
Ruby should have access to this last piece.

“Well, that’s not to say we couldn’t do it,”
the horned demon eventually replied.

“Then there’s a way?” The hope returned to
the princess’ voice.

“I’m still able to write it down. We would
just have to be careful with the parchment I wrote it on. Neither
of us would want anyone else to learn the name. They would have
power over us both.”

“I guess we’ll have to wait until we make it
out of this tunnel then.”

“Yes, my princess.”

The pair of women continued on in the dark in
relative silence for some time with Scarlett guiding her master
through the cave tunnel. As they moved back toward the snowy peak,
the temperature started to drop again, and they could hear the wind
howling in the distance. Ruby still couldn’t see anything, but she
knew the light couldn’t be much farther. After another half hour or
so of listening to the wind screech past the tunnel entrance, she
finally started to see the light veering down the cave. Traveling a
bit further, she saw the light itself. The snow outside was too
bright to look at after the dim monastery and the long hallway of
total darkness. She shielded the entrance from her view, but she
was otherwise now able to walk on her own.

“Finally,” Ruby said, rushing ahead and
staring at the ground, too wary to look up at the white snow
outside.

“Yes. Finally.” Scarlett was less excited to
see the path open ahead of them. She knew that her princess would
now want to learn and speak the demon’s true name. The experience
of being brought to her knees in pain by a single word was not one
she looked forward to, but Scarlett was willing to sacrifice nearly
anything and everything for Ruby.

“Can we try it now?” The princess wasted no
time once there was light enough for them to see clearly.

Scarlett nodded. “If that is what you wish,
my princess.”

Ruby saw the hesitance and fear in her horned
demon’s red eyes. They looked the same as when she’d asked Scarlett
to wear the bracelets and go into the nether realm. She walked back
to her demon, throwing her arms over her shoulders and locking them
behind Scarlett’s neck. She smiled and asked, “Do I need to give
you a little more encouragement?”

Scarlett smiled, her eyes rising to her
princess’. “There will be time for that later. I know you’re in a
hurry to return to your sister now.”

“Yes…” Ruby replied, staring off into the
distance. “Leina.” She realized that she had almost forgotten why
she had gone all that way. How is that possible, she asked herself.
She shook off the thought and took a step back. “You’re right.
Let’s do this, so we can get back to the castle. Leina needs
me…”

Scarlett flipped her hand over and retrieved
a parchment of paper from her divide between realities along with a
quill dripping little ink droplets to the rocky tunnel floor.
Placing the paper in the flat of her palm, she wrote a single word
in signature fashion, scribbling it as fast as she could. Seeing it
on paper was an odd sensation, but it had no ill effect on her like
hearing it would. With a heavy sigh, the horned demon handed the
scrap of paper to Ruby and threw the quill back to where she’d
found it.

The princess looked at it, cocking her head
to the side. If she had seen that combination of letters together
for any other reason, she would have discarded it as nonsense or
some unknown language. Given the context, however, she knew how
important they were.

Ruby looked back up to her loyal demon,
offering a wincing expression of an apology and asked, “Nyxia?”

Scarlett felt as though the wind had been
knocked out of her, and she collapsed to her knees, gasping for
air. An electric pain shot from her ears throughout her head,
bouncing and ricocheting off the walls of her skull like it was
trying to find a way out past the bone. Her finger and toenails
felt as though they were being ripped backward, peeling skin as
they went. Tearing its way down her gut was the sensation of a
blade being drug through her organs. Her legs and arms went limp,
and she fell forward, hitting her forehead on the rocky cave floor.
That part, even the princess was able to feel because of the
bond.

“Scarlett?” Ruby asked, rushing forward and
joining her demon on her knees. “I’m so sorry! Is it too much?”

The demon twisted her head and looked up at
her princess, blood dripping from her forehead. “Let’s not do that
again.”

Ruby’s eyes were full of worry and concern
for Scarlett. “What was it like? Will it work against the craggy
hand demon?”

“I can’t imagine that not working on
anyone.”

The princess helped Scarlett sit up, pouring
her demon’s body into her own lap, where she brushed the hair from
her face. “I’m sorry. I just had to know.”

Scarlett looked up and smiled, genuinely
happy to have helped despite the pain. “Anything for my
princess.”

Holding the paper with the name on it up to
Scarlett, she asked. “What about the parchment?”

“Destroy it and tell no one of the name. They
would only use it to hurt us both.”

The princess nodded and held the paper up to
her chin. She spit a special blend of her poison onto the parchment
and watched the sludge cover and devour the note. Its work done,
she flung her hand to the side, tossing the poison away, and she
wiped her hand clean on her clothes.

The pair of women sat there together for some
time, while Ruby attended to her demon. Scarlett was too weak to
stand for more than ten minutes, and even after that, both women
thought it would be a mistake to try to go down the mountainside in
her fragile state. They waited another half hour with the princess
occasionally looking out to the bright snow in an attempt to
encourage her eyes to adjust to the light they would be traveling
into. In part because of Scarlett’s weakness and partially out of
fear of snow blindness, they ultimately decided to wait until the
light grew dimmer before leaving the cave. They would stop
somewhere along the way before the sunlight faded too much to see
their path.

The journey down Rashtalg’s mountainside was
easier than the way up. The storm had died down since the last time
they were outside, and it made finding the blue marker flags a much
easier task. They had to stop only a few nights due to lack of
visibility, making better time than they did when they traveled up
the mountain path.

Ruby was now eager to make it back to
Lavidia. She had to kind of fight herself to feel that urgency
though. Memories of Leina were beginning to slip from her, being
replaced and rewritten by the dark ooze inside her. During much of
her adventure over the prior eleven years, Ruby had followed the
thought that the ends would justify the means, but she was now
finding that the end didn’t appeal to her like it once had. She
pushed herself to focus on saving Leina, saving that innocent
little girl that was tricked into being corrupted by the craggy
hand demon.

If her desire to save her sister had faded,
her wrath toward Leina’s demon had only grown. Vengeance, she
found, was the real reason for her eagerness to make it back to the
castle. Thoughts of his death flooded her mind. Ruby fantasized
about witnessing his last gasping breaths, as she forced poison
down his throat. She smiled, thinking about breaking his bones and
slicing him open. By the time they arrived at Rashtalg’s base and
passed the final blue flag, she had catalogued no less than seven
different murder fantasies for the craggy hand demon. None of them,
she neglected to realize, even brought her sister into them. That
element just slipped away in favor of satisfying her wrath.

“Which way now?” Scarlett asked, snapping the
princess from her daydreams.

“Mmm. Right.” Ruby looked around, thinking
about where they were. “Willow’s Wood,” she eventually said,
pointing toward a nearby forest. “Through there is the fastest way
back to Lavidia.”

“We haven’t exactly had the best luck in our
travels,” the horned demon pointed out. “Wouldn’t it be safer to go
around the forest?”

The princess shook her head. “Would take too
long. Besides, Willow’s Wood isn’t dangerous. Scariest thing that’s
supposed to live there are wood spirits. I can’t imagine they’re
going to pose much of a threat.”

“If you say so, my princess,” Scarlett
replied.


Chapter 35. Willow’s Wood


There was a well-worn path carved through the forest making the
walk through Willow’s Wood easy to follow. After what they had
endured ascending and then descending Rashtalg, it was a welcome
change. After making it to the base of the mountain, the
temperature had increased back to the heat of summer. The canopy of
the woods, however, had cooled them down significantly, and they
walked along in relative comfort.

The Willow’s Wood got its name not only from
Ruby’s family surname, but also because that type of tree was the
most prevalent among the forest. The lazy looking trees drooped
down all throughout the woods, their branches nearly scraping the
mossy ground. The whole forest was a drastic change in scenery and
environment for Ruby and Scarlett. Ever since leaving the
underground caverns beneath the Abyss, they seemed to have been
plagued with frightening enemies and gloomy surroundings. In the
Willow’s Wood, however, there was pleasant green grass, blooming
flowers, birds chirping in the distance, and little animals of the
forest scampered about, looking for nuts and berries in the
underbrush.

Scarlett, frankly, found the setting to be
off putting. The horned demon liked the darkness of places like
Gloomport and the violence they had found at the Roof of the World.
Despite the danger, she found those places to have been exciting
and reason to exist in Nabiria. The forest was dull, safe, and
predictable. She was eager to leave it and find something more
interesting.

The princess didn’t think much of the woods
either. Before she had been poisoned and bonded with a demon, she
had come to the forest, escorted by her father’s guards. Back then,
the place had seemed so much more interesting, but she found
herself bored with the pleasant little critters and pretty flowers.
The darkness within her craved the destruction and dire straits
that she had found herself enveloped in over the past weeks. Ruby
found herself wishing that there were something in the forest that
might attack them, but she knew there were nothing but innocent
creatures and spirits of nature dwelling there. She just needed
relief from the unrelenting cheerfulness of the woods.

Eventually, they came to a clearing in the
heart of the forest that was filled with a small pond. Little lily
pads floated on its surface, and ducks skimmed along, quacking and
flapping about. The pleasant scene was simply too much for the
princess, who was so full of darkness that innocence and nature now
seemed abhorrent and disgusting to her. She walked over to the edge
of the pond and looked down at her rippling reflection below. A
cruel thought occurred to her, and Ruby grinned at herself, glad to
have had it.

Scarlett joined her master and noticed the
smile. “What is it?”

“I think this place could use a bit more
color.”

The horned demon looked about the pond and
forest with something of a scowl. “I think it’s got too much color
as it is.”

Ruby’s grin widened, as she looked over to
her demonic companion. “I was thinking something a bit darker.”

Scarlett understood her master’s intent and
returned her own wicked little smile.

The princess leaned forward over the water
and twisted the poison lever situated in her chest. The toxic
sludge poured out and slopped into the pond, quickly spreading and
corrupting the waters. She turned the lever back off and then sat
down in the grass, watching the dark purple take over the
blue-green pond. Scarlett joined Ruby, sitting beside her and
leaning her head on her master’s shoulder. They sat there and
watched like a young couple enjoying a romantic sunset, having no
real concern for the life and nature they were destroying.

The purple poison glided along the water’s
surface, quickly covering the entire pond. Just as when she had
corrupted the river near Gloomport, the fish that had been swimming
in the water floated to the surface and hung there, suspended
upside down. Any ducks unfortunate enough to have stayed in the
pond were similarly infected, the dark ooze covering their
feathers. Some tried to fly off, as the venom touched them only to
come crashing back down and splashing into the water. After the
poison spread through the pond, it didn’t stop. Though moving much
slower out of water, the toxin began to creep up through vines to
the grass and trees of the forest. The vivid colors of the wood
soon began to fade, being replaced by dark purples, blacks, and
sickening greens. Ruby leaned back, lying on the ground, and her
demon joined her, cuddling up against her.

“You’re right,” Scarlett said. “A little
color makes all the difference.”

“I’m glad you like it,” the princess
replied.

The horned demon was more than a little
aroused by the much-needed change in scenery and by seeing her
princess’ darkness manifest in such a way. Lying on her side,
facing Ruby, Scarlett’s hand began to caress her companion’s
midsection. When she had ascertained that her princess was in the
mood, she began to hike up the dress and move her hand father
down.

Interrupting them, however, a voice called
from behind. “What has happened to the pond?”

Ruby groaned at the interruption, and they
both turned to see a spirit of the wood rush out from the line of
trees surrounding the pond. The spirit’s skin was light green, and
she wore strewn together brown leaves as clothing over most of her
body. Her hair fell down over her shoulders nearly to her waist,
but it wasn’t the hair of a human. These were thick, green vines,
and pink flowers grew along their length. Despite her strange
appearance, the spirit was quite lovely. The skin of her face was a
slightly paler green and was offset by vivid red lips. Her eyes
were deep brown, and the lashes hanging over them looked like
little twigs, curling upward toward her mossy green eyebrows. Her
lightly furred ears jutted out some distance from her head in sharp
triangles, giving her the appearance of a fox or similar beast.
Protruding out from her vine hair was a pair of great antlers
reaching far above her and branching out into a dozen different
tines of varying length. At her back was a pair of wooden colored
wings comprised of large brown feathers. Through her legs, Ruby and
Scarlett could see the end of a long, furry tail that transitioned
from the same dark brown color of her ears to a clean white tip at
the end. Rather than humanoid feet, the forest spirit had wide,
cleft brown hooves that were speckled with little white spots. In
one hand, she held a long, gnarled walking staff tipped with a
jagged rock with white symbols painted onto its surface.

“Do you mind?” Ruby said, looking up. “We
were in the middle of something.”

“What are you talking about?” the spirit
asked. “We must cleanse the pond.”

“We think it’s better like this,” the
princess replied, looking from her nodding horned demon up to the
horrified agent of the woods.

The spirit then looked under the princess and
Scarlett to see that the very grass they laid on had died and
turned a darker color. “It is you! You have defiled the forest! You
corrupt these woods with your mere presence!”

“That may be,” Ruby said. “But what do you
intend to do about it?”

The guardian of the wood seemed taken off
guard. She stared into the princess’ dark eyes, inspected her pale
skin, and saw the poison hidden inside. “You are infected. You must
be cleansed as well. I will help you.” She raised her gnarled
wooden staff, pointing the stone end toward Ruby. The painted
symbols on the stone began to glow, as she channeled her power
through it.

The princess, however, sat fully upright and
knocked the stone out of her face, glowering. “I don’t need your
help.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying. The
corruption is clouding your mind.” She pointed her staff back
toward Ruby and continued her spell.

Again, the princess knocked the staff out of
her face.

Scarlett agreed with her master’s assertion.
“My princess doesn’t need your help.”

“A demon?” The spirit asked. “How have you
fallen so far to bond yourself with such a dark thing? You must
accept my help before this beast destroys your soul forever.”

“Beast?” Scarlett repeated, furrowing her
brow. The horned demon raised her hand, palm forward and pushed the
forest warden away, knocking her into the trunk of a tree, where
she fell to the grassy ground.

Ruby stood up, surprise washing over her
face. “You just attacked a nature spirit.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Scarlett asked,
joining her master.

“I’m not sure I mind exactly,” the princess
replied. Pointing a finger toward the tree line, she continued,
“But they might.”

Behind where the forest spirit landed, a
handful of other guardians of the wood came out to join her. They
varied a great deal from the first one that the women had met, but
each wore fragments of the forest as part of their body. One had a
pair of wings on her back that was made of the webs of spiders. A
large red mushroom with little yellow speckles covering its surface
like barnacles covered another’s head. A pair of the spirits looked
to be composed almost entirely of wood, appearing as human-shaped
skeletons made from bark. Some stood upright on two feet, while
others were down like wild beasts. The wood wardens that emerged
from the trees, saw the poison infesting the forest, and glared at
Ruby and Scarlett. They all carried with them some form of weapon,
carved from the ingredients the forest had supplied them.

“Has your magic recovered?” Ruby asked her
demon.

“To an extent. I suppose it depends on what
you need me to do.”

“Grab my hammer and a poison cocktail. I
don’t think these wood spirits are going to be as friendly as they
could be.”

Scarlett reached into the void and pulled out
the poison first, handing it to her master. While Ruby uncorked the
vial of murky black liquid, the horned demon reached back in again,
this time with both hands. One retrieved the war hammer that the
princess had requested, while the other grabbed her own scythe with
which she had accustomed herself. After Ruby had finished the
poisonous flask, she dropped the glass to the ground and took the
hammer from her servant.

The fresh venom flowing inside her body
invigorated the princess. She felt as powerful as she ever had, but
that didn’t mean she was ready to try generating another maelstrom.
No, this incursion with the forest would require a bit more
finesse. The spirits of the wood were plentiful, and she knew this.
Ruby would have to preserve her strength to deal with their
threat.

The first spirit stood with the aid of
another. Her face was full of sadness. “It doesn’t have to be like
this,” she said. “Allow me to cleanse the evil from you. We can
still save you.”

Ruby glared at the well-meaning spirit with
disgust. She needed no one’s help. Her retort was simple. The
princess turned the lever in her chest and spit the poison out to
the grass at her feet. The green blades turned to a pale purple
hue, and the venom began to spread like veins in the ground,
infecting the nearby patches of grass in an expanding pattern. The
purple toxin zig zagged its way toward the forest wardens, but was
stopped when the first spirit raised and quickly lowered her staff,
so the base of the wood plunged into the loose earth at her feet. A
restorative energy pushed back the decay but was not of sufficient
strength to halt it altogether. Rather than continuing toward them,
the infection was routed and spread around them in a circular
pattern, where it made it to the line of the trees surrounding the
clearing.

The first spirit looked on the verge of tears
at this act, but the others were simply angry, harsh expressions
covering their faces. Several rushed forward and attacked the pair
of women.

Scarlett was the first to act, not willing to
let the green things make the first move. She raised her hand,
aiming it toward one of the spirits that looked particularly
composed of wood and leaves. The warden burst into flames, its
wooden voice howling, as the fire consumed it. Perhaps the choice
of spell was opportunistic given the nature of the spirit, but that
was a word that the horned demon didn’t mind being labeled. In
response, the vines from nearby trees lurched forward, snatching
Scarlett’s leg and wrapping around her ankle. The force by which
the forest had grabbed her took the horned demon off guard, and she
toppled to the ground, nearly dropping her scythe. The vines then
dragged her off toward the trees where another set of spirits lay
in wait for her.

Ruby, however, was too preoccupied with her
own wood wardens to assist her demon. As Scarlett caused flames to
envelop the spirit, the princess had moved forward to meet another
wielding what looked to be a crude blade made from a sharpened
stone. Though, when she swung her war hammer and he his blade, the
sword held up just fine. The lithe wooden creature was stronger
than she would have suspected, managing to push her back. One of
the four-legged spirits jumped at her, pushing her to the ground,
and the pair rolled some distance away. It bit at her with its
teeth made from little rocks, but she used the shaft of her weapon
to keep it at bay, jutting the pole into the dog-like spirit’s
neck. After they finished their roll, the warden had won the top
spot, continuing to snarl and snap its rock-like teeth toward her
face. It chomped down on the shaft of her hammer, but Ruby waited
until it opened its jaws once more. She spit her poison into its
mouth, causing it to roll off her and go into something of a
sneezing fit, as it tried to dislodge the filth from its tongue.
The dog spirit rubbed its face into the grass and scraped its
wooden paws along its snout, but the venom was persistent. The
princess noted burn marks along her ankle, realizing that the pain
was coming from her demon. As she looked over, she saw Scarlett
swiping her scythe along a vine, removing its grip from around her
ankle.

The horned demon attempted to stand, only to
be attacked by a pair of mossy spirits with mushrooms sprouting all
over their body. They each carried a spear-like weapon made from
fallen branches, and they began to lunge toward Scarlett. In
response, she rolled away from them, dodging the thrust of their
sharpened implements. The demon managed to get onto her knees while
simultaneously swiping her scythe back toward the pair of forest
guardians. Their spears severed at the tip, and they looked to one
another, fear in their eyes. Scarlett showed them no mercy, using
her magic to summon another flame to ignite inside their wooden and
moss covered frames.

All the while, the first spirit knelt on her
knees, holding her staff into the dirt of the ground. Her eyes
closed, as she channeled a spell with all of her effort, attempting
to stop the corruption from spreading through the forest. Her
attempt at saving the Willow’s Wood seemed to be largely in vain,
as the purple poison continued to plague the grass, the trees, and
the wildlife. The fire, meanwhile, torched everything it touched,
turning into a blaze through the forest. All around her, she could
hear the sounds of metal crashing harshly against wood, the fierce
crackling of the flames, the dripping of poison from the infected
leaves overhead, and the horrible screams of her brethren. Much
time passed, as she fought the internal battle using her own
natural source of power to combat the spreading filth. Finally,
however, she gave up in her efforts to save the forest, as her
connection to the wood had faded to almost nothing at all. Opening
her eyes once more, the spirit surveyed the violence in the
clearing and in her woods as a whole. Only Ruby and Scarlett
remained. All of the other wardens of the forest had perished to
poison, magic, or the brutality of the women’s weapons.

Bright blue tears rolled down the spirit’s
cheeks. “Why?”

Ruby walked toward the crying guardian with
her poisoned war hammer and stopped just in front of her. “Why
what?”

“You’ve destroyed the forest… Our home… Why?
Why would you do this?”

The princess said nothing (probably because
she herself couldn’t think of a logical reason), but she smiled at
the wood spirit, exposing her poison covered teeth. Then without
blinking, she raised and swung the heavy hammer, connecting with
the warden’s head. The impact made a sickening crunch sound,
splattering sap and bark, as the spirit’s neck snapped. Her body
fell limply to the ground, as the poison spread over her body as
well, coloring her purple to match the rest of the forest and her
fallen spirits. The flames crackled all around her, as it spread
along with the poison through the forest. Ruby felt outside her own
body. She didn’t feel like what she had just done had been her.
Someone had taken control of her and killed all those forest
spirits. She would never do such a thing. That’s what she told
herself anyway. The princess tried to ignore what she had done and
the look in the spirit’s eyes, as her hammer crashed into the
warden’s face.

The rest of the path through the Willow’s
Wood was less eventful. The venomous sludge eventually put out the
fires, as it traveled throughout the forest. Ever spreading, the
excess ooze dripped off the limbs of trees and killed the creatures
of the woods with its noxious nature. Ruby and Scarlett seemed not
to even notice. They just continued on through the forest, with the
singular focus of getting to Lavidia. The bright colors and
chirping birds no longer bothered them though.


Chapter 36. Home Sweet Home

 Being back home reminded Ruby of how sheltered
an existence she had once had. Her adventures of the past decade
had illuminated that point quite clearly, and retuning home made
her feel a certain resentment for that naive child she had once
been. This place she had left, however, was no longer what Ruby
remembered.

The skies were grey and depressing despite
the warmth of summer, and a pall had been cast across the land.
Passing through the small farming villages and communities at the
outer reaches of the kingdom, she saw the misery of her people.
They all looked poor, weak, and undernourished. Their livestock
seemed to fare no better, and their crops looked to be of
insufficient quantities. They all seemed pathetic to her eyes, and
she felt almost nothing for them. At one point, her goal had been
to save not only her sister, but also her kingdom as a whole. That
thought simply didn’t occur to her now. She noted their misery but
had no desire to help them as she once would have. She was an
entirely separate woman from the one she had been eleven years
prior.

Vicious looking armed guards roamed the dirt
roads, and the pair of women chose to avoid them in case Leina and
the craggy hand demon had warned them of their arrival. The men
wore ebony black armor that had almost no reflection off its dull
and cloudy surface. Little, jagged pieces jutted out from various
sections of the armor making them look dangerous to the touch. The
shoulders had spikes sticking up nearly to the men’s ears, which
were hidden under a thick black helmet. Each of their visors were
down, shielding their eyes and managing to make them appear as more
(or perhaps less) than human. They were somehow a different entity
inside those suits of armor - some foreign, horrible creature to be
feared. This was their purpose after all.

Scarlett leaned over to her master, as they
walked. “They’re possessed by magic.”

“I know,” Ruby replied. “Same as they were
when I was last here.”

Given the nature of their journey, the
princess had her demon generate and wear a cloak and hood like the
one she’d taken from Slip. The horns made the hood a bit more
awkward but not enough to attract attention. Ruby and Scarlett
stuck to the side roads wherever possible, concealing themselves
under their hoods. They sought to avoid the guards’ sight above all
else. Getting the magical bracelets on the craggy hand demon and
killing him seemed an impossible enough task; they didn’t want to
make their job more difficult by incorporating all of the kingdom’s
guards.

The dark, grey skies helped conceal them, and
they were lucky to have arrived at dusk. The majority of the guards
retired to bars, homes, or other quarters, leaving only a handful
to patrol the streets in their place. Those that remained seemed to
care little for the concealed women walking through the street,
mistaking them for simple villagers.

Given the impoverished nature of the outer
farms, Ruby began to wonder what the castle and surrounding area
looked like after her time away. In their shared dream, Leina had
told her sister of excessive torture of random people of the
kingdom. She imagined rows upon rows of spikes with people impaled
and sliding down as time passed. She had to see what her sister had
done to the people closest to the castle to keep them all so afraid
of her.

Ruby and Scarlett continued onward and made
it through the outer village along the path to the castle with no
real confrontation. They slipped past the guards and continued
along the road. As they got nearer to the castle, the road slowly
began to widen and the dirt was replaced with cobbled stones. As
the sun rose, the city surrounding the castle came into view. In a
way, the city and castle both looked the same. The structures
remained intact, the roads navigated the same paths they always
had, and people congregated in the usual places. There were
additions, however. Dozens of cages were hanging from poles planted
in the ground or were lined up along the side of the road. Sick and
bloody people, some alive, some dead, stood or sat inside them.
Those lucky enough to be outside the cages minded them no
attention, clearly too afraid that they would soon be put inside
one. The spikes that Leina had mentioned in the nightmare were not
idle talk. Disgusting metal jutted out from the ground at various
places and naked rotting corpses were impaled through them, their
guts and bodily fluids dribbling down to the ground beneath
them.

When they entered the city, Ruby stopped in
front of one of these horrible spikes and stared at the body it was
pierced through. “You still think my sister can be saved?” she
asked her demon.

Scarlett looked to her princess, putting her
hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure you can save her if that’s what you
want.”

“If that’s what I want…” she repeated with
little inflection. Ruby continued to stare at the awful sight
before finally deciding to move on. “Let’s go. We need to find a
way into the castle.”

The pair of women continued forward into the
city, avoiding the guard’s eyes under their hoods and staying off
the main roads. They eventually came to a little hill that she used
as a vantage point to inspect the castle. From there, Ruby looked
down and surveyed what the castle had become. There was no moat as
some castles in the region had been built to include. Instead, the
castle was simply well constructed. Each corner had a tall tower,
where men were stationed to look down at the city below. The main
entryway into the castle was guarded extensively. The heavy
portcullis was down, with four men stationed on either side of the
metal grates. Behind them was a second drawn gate with even more
men guarding it. Overhead, two to three men with bows patrolled
back and forth, looking down below and suspiciously eyeing anyone
who got too close.

Ruby acknowledged that there was no way they
could get through all of that without a costly fight. Instead, the
princess began to consider alternative ways into the castle
grounds. Only one possibility seemed to stand up to her internal
scrutiny. There was a crypt that had at one time been where the
royal family and important members of the kingdom were buried upon
death. There were two entrances - one inside the castle, where the
clergy and family would enter, and another on the outside, where
the tenders to the graves could enter and maintain them.

Both entrances had been sealed off for many
years, however. After the establishment of Lavidia, there were
those who threatened its existence. In the early days of the
kingdom, the elves still lived in the region, but there was much
conflict between them. The elves were much more adept in certain
branches of sorcery than humanity. One key difference was their
predilection for necromancy. The elves were very concerned with
both death and rebirth. Some chose to live on past their natural
expiration, returning as anything from shambling corpses to
terrifyingly intelligent liches, while others sought to pass on
their own knowledge and wisdom in a cannibalistic practice upon
their deaths. It was largely because of these major cultural
differences that humans and elves fought.

The two groups clashed a number of times
before the elves were finally driven from the region, settling
permanently south of Elythine and the Sornik Sea. The humans then
began calling that area of the world the Land of the Dead. Before
their departure, however, the elves attacked Lavidia and the castle
at its heart. One of the necromancers cast a spell that brought
life to the dead stored in the crypts beneath the castle. Though
Lavidia’s soldiers eventually drove back the elves, the corpses
they revived refused to return to the earth no matter what was done
to them. Having no way to deal with the threat, the chamber was
simply sealed off. No one knew whether the corpses still maintained
their magic after the hundreds of years since their revival, but no
one was curious enough to have gone in search.

Ruby was not as hesitant. She needed a way to
get behind the castle walls, and there was no other way from what
she had seen. “Come on,” she told Scarlett. “We’ll go another
way.”

“Oh?” the demon asked.

“Yeah, there’s an undercroft that runs under
the castle. We’ll go through there.”

“Won’t it be guarded as well?”

“I wouldn’t expect so. No one has been down
there in a long time.”

Scarlett raised an eyebrow at that. “And why
would that be?”

“Undead.”

The horned demon leaned forward, waiting for
further explanation to come. There was none. “What do you mean
undead?”

“An elf necromancer cast a spell on the
graves long ago. No one knew enough about the sorcery that the
caster used, so they just sealed it off.”

“What kind of undead though?”

“I don’t really know. It all happened long
before my time. I’m sure the two of us can manage though.”

Scarlett was less optimistic. “I don’t know
anything about necromancy either. I’m not sure what good I’m going
to be.”

Ruby shrugged and kept moving. “They can’t be
anything but bones at this point. We’ll be fine.”

The horned demon bit her lip, worrying about
their chances to actually deal with something created by
necromancy, but she followed her human master toward the crypt.
Eventually, they arrived at an old mausoleum building in an empty
area. It was a simple grey structure with a set of pillars on
either side of the bronze door and a mounded ceiling over its top.
The vacant area had long been abandoned and unattended. Brown roots
grew up the very bottom of the sides of the mausoleum, while moss
and green vines stretched up, covering the rest of the structure,
weaving inside cracks in the masonry. Looking around, Scarlett
could find no one within her line of sight. Even the sounds of the
city had died out upon nearing the place. There were no windows
along the walls of the small structure, and the only entrance was
the heavy-looking bronze door that was locked by a large padlock
but was also covered with nailed boards stretching over its
surface. Scarlett could clearly tell that no one was meant to open
that door, and she was concerned that Ruby wanted to be that
person.

“Are you sure about this?” the horned demon
asked, wincing at the sight of the crypt’s entrance.

“Nothing can stop the two of us, Scarlett,”
the princess replied. “Come on. Let’s get it open.”

Ruby walked up to the bronze door, placing
her hand on one of the wood planks. Before the poisoning, there was
no way the weak princess would have been able to yank the piece of
makeshift barricade out of the secured place over the entrance, but
with its power running through her darkened system, she had no such
weakness left. She snatched the wood off the frame and tossed it to
the side. Repeating the act several more times, while Scarlett
stood at her back, the princess soon cleared the planks from the
entrance. All that remained was the lock. She had dealt with such
things before. Hardly giving the padlock more than a thought, Ruby
spit her acidic flavor of venom onto the metal, melting it away and
causing it to congeal in a liquid mess on the ground.

Pressing down on the latch of the door’s
handle, Ruby swung the heavy bronze slab backward, releasing an
awful stench into the air. A musty, stagnant breeze billowed forth,
managing to even catch the princess off guard. All her own noxious
poisons seemed like child’s play to the smell of death from inside
that mausoleum. After coughing the nasty air out of her lungs, Ruby
looked into the small chamber. All that was inside was another
heavy cover over the stairs leading down, but in the years of its
disuse, it had become decrepit. Layers of cobwebs covered the
corners of the room, strange black liquid leaked from the ceiling,
and some of the vines from outside had found a way to creep through
the thick walls.

The princess waved her hand in front of her
face, brushing the stagnant air from her nose, as she stepped into
the small chamber and looked at the sealed stairs. A thick stone
slab lay over the path into the crypt to prevent anything from
getting up or down. Even with her strength, she suspected she
couldn’t move it.

Ruby turned back to Scarlett and asked, “Can
you grab my hammer?”

The horned demon nodded. “Of course, my
princess.” Scarlett reached into the void and retrieved the war
hammer Ruby had become so accustomed to as of late and handed it to
her master.

The princess took the weapon, spitting some
version of her poison onto the mallet at the end and turned back
into the mausoleum. The height of the ceiling gave her just enough
distance to raise up the hammer and bring it back down. The sound
released was a deafening crack, as her metal hammer met the hard
stone slab. The poison that she had laced the weapon with sunk into
the splintering crack and into the fissures she’d created. The
toxin began to eat away at the stone, but she raised her heavy war
hammer toward the ceiling and swung back down again. The poison
inside the stone sizzled like it was meat over a fire. A third
strike followed, but then the princess paused. She had felt the
stone slab nearly give way after the last blow, so she waited for
the acid to finish tearing its way through. Ruby felt connected to
it, just like she could reach out and control the people she had
killed with her poisonous gift. Guiding the venom through the
porous holes of the stone, she caused it to seek out every weak
point in the slab, until she could finally break through. When she
thought she had accomplished this, the princess held the hammer
vertically over the stone. Ruby let it slip through her fingers,
until the head collided with the slab and broke through, causing
chunks to tumble down the steps and away from the hole. She grabbed
the shaft of the hammer just before it slipped completely through
her fingers and raised it, resting the weapon on her shoulder.

Ruby turned back to Scarlett with an eager
grin on her face. “Ready?”


Chapter 37. The Undercroft

 Scarlett had used her magic to generate a pair
of torches that each woman held out in front of them to guide their
way through the dark crypt. In their other hands, they had their
weapons - Ruby with her war hammer and Scarlett, her scythe. Though
they hadn’t yet seen these undead that supposedly roamed the
undercroft, the path to the castle was long, and they wanted to be
prepared. The crypt was more than a simple sepulcher with a few
caskets or tombs; this was a sprawling labyrinthine series of
chambers built to contain generations upon generations of Ruby’s
family line. Though much of it remained empty and yet unused due to
the necromantic spell, there were plenty of bodies that had been
stored within before it was sealed.

The pair of women had passed by a number of
caskets and, disturbingly, found them to be empty. The lids lay to
the side with claw marks and scratches on their inside covers. The
proof, however, of the undead had yet to be seen. Centuries had
passed since the spell was cast on the bodies of the undercroft,
and not even Scarlett knew if the magic could sustain itself for
that length of time. She was pessimistic that there was any chance
of making it through the crypt without finding out though.

The underground tunnels were quiet. The only
sounds the women heard were from themselves - the clacking of their
shoes on the stone below, the crackling of their torches, and their
own breathing. The princess listened intently for any sign that
there was some undead creature stirring beneath Lavidia, but still,
she heard nothing to denote a presence beyond their own.

The caskets they had passed thus far had
belonged to friends, staff, and important members of the kingdom,
but none were the final resting places of anyone from Ruby’s family
line. Turning a corner, the princess found the chamber offshoot
where such people had been interred. She found herself unable to
resist the urge to see what remained of them. Holding the torch out
in front of her, Ruby examined the more expensive caskets that
lined the wall. The first she found had words engraved just above
the tomb, but they were covered in layers of dust and old cobwebs.
She leaned her hammer against the wall and raised her empty hand to
the writing, brushing the years of neglect away.

“King Cyrus Willow,” she said aloud, reading
the words she found underneath.

“This is your ancestor?” Scarlett asked.

“The first king of Lavidia, yes.”

Looking down, below the words to the casket
itself, the princess saw that her ancestor was not still within his
coffin. Just as the others had been, the lid had been shifted to
the side, and nothing remained where the body should have been.

“But he appears not to be here…” Scarlett
said.

That was when they heard a sound begin to
echo throughout the chamber. Ruby raised a finger to silence her
servant. Scarlett’s eyes widened as she listened as well,
attempting to breathe as quietly as possible, and they both stood
quite still, waiting to hear the sound repeat. It echoed down the
hall again. Still, neither woman could place the sound to an
action, but they knew it was something else causing it. They
weren’t alone down in that undercroft. The sound grew closer. Ruby
picked her hammer up from the ground, the metal softly scraping
against the stone floor, and she turned to face the direction she
believed the noise to be coming from. They now identified the sound
as a combination of a soft and hard scraping. Something that
shouldn’t have been dragged along on the ground of the floor was
limply pulled, as this thing stumbled closer to the women’s
location.

Around a corner came the barely held together
decaying body of a man’s corpse. Its head should have been nothing
but bone after all the time in the ground, but the skin remained,
stretched terribly over its skull. A red glow from deep inside
empty eye sockets glared at them, and its intermittently toothed
jaw hung down from its skull, held there on only one side under the
ripped and stretched skin. Somehow, single, long grey hairs hung
off its scalp. Held clumsily in one hand was a relic of a sword,
being dragged along the floor with it, and the thin fingers of its
other hand were looped through the handhold of its shield that fell
down to its side, grating against its leg. Ancient battle armor
adorned its desiccated corpse, marking what was once a man as an
important warrior. The sigil on its chest was Lavidia’s brown
willow tree on a green fabric, as would be expected, but it was an
archaic variation that had not been used in many years.

The wight struggled to raise its sword up
toward the women, but Ruby stepped forward to deal with this
threat. She was quicker than the slow undead creature, animated
only through a spell of old. The princess dropped her torch to the
ground and gripped the shaft of her weapon, swinging her heavy war
hammer before the skeleton could bring the sword along any path
that might harm her. She knocked the wight’s head clear off its
body, ricocheting and echoing noisily down the hall. Its body
slumped over, dropping its ancient blade to the ground and leaning
its shoulder against the wall.

Ruby looked back to her horned demon with a
cocky smile. “See? They’re not so tough.”

Scarlett shrugged. “I guess not. Maybe I was
worrying for--”

The demon stopped and stared intently at
something behind Ruby, causing the princess to turn and see the
wight’s skull sliding through some unseen force back to its
decapitated body. The red glow of its eyes did not wane at all, as
it was pulled back to its neck. The undead thing stared with the
same intensity, as ever, as the wight stood, picking its sword back
up from the ground and beginning to readjust itself. Rather than be
afraid or worried as Scarlett seemed to be, Ruby found herself
annoyed at its persistence.

“Can’t!” She raised her hammer. “Anything!”
She swung it into the wight’s skull. “Ever!” The head crashed down
the hallway once again. “Be!” She brought the hammer back into the
skeletal creature’s chest. “Simple?!”

Ruby continued to pummel the wight’s undead
body with her war hammer, its various bits and limbs flying off, as
she vented her frustration. Behind her, Scarlett winced at the
carnage and violence she brought down on the wight, fearing it
wouldn’t be enough. The horned demon thought she could hear
something over the sound of the princess’ frenzied cries, and she
turned around to see more of the shambling corpses - brought to
them by the noise of Ruby’s hammer clashing against the ancient
bones and armor of the wight.

Despite their long captivity in the
undercroft, some of these corpses still had most of their flesh
intact. The magic that held them together also seemed to prevent
them from further decomposing. None of these new wights had been
warriors in life. The women were dressed in expensive but
deteriorated gowns, while the men wore hole-filled tunics with
Ruby’s family crest stitched into the fabric. Elaborate rings were
on some of their fingers. One woman had a sapphire gem necklace,
and one of the men’s brow was holding up a golden crown embedded
with jewels. Clearly, these were some of the members of the royal
line. What all these wights had in common with the warrior that the
princess continued to smash was the red glow in their empty eye
sockets.

“Ruby!” Scarlett shouted, not turning her
head away from the new undead. “Bit of a problem!”

The princess’ violent rage was stopped, as
she heard the panic in her demon’s voice. Ruby looked toward her to
see more of the wights shambling toward them. The skull and various
other body parts that she had knocked off began to come back
together behind her.

“Alright,” Ruby said through heavy breaths.
“Time to go.”

Picking up her torch from the ground, the
princess turned back toward the reassembling wight and kicked its
head down the hall, preventing it from piecing itself back together
too quickly. Scarlett followed behind her, looking back to the
slowly moving corpses. As she passed the soldier wight, its hand
reached out and grabbed her bare leg. At the simple touch of its
fingers, the horned demon could feel her life force being drained
out of her. Through their connection, Ruby could feel even her own
energy slipping away but not as strongly as her demon. The wight’s
skull that Ruby had kicked down the hall came barreling back toward
her, hitting her hard in the knee, bouncing off behind her and
nearly knocking her over. She looked back to see a spectral blue
energy being sucked from her servant and flowing into the
wight.

“Scarlett!” she shouted back.

No response from her horned demon. Her eyes
were transfixed on empty space in front of her, glazed over by the
wight’s draining touch.

Ruby tossed aside the torch once again and
gripped the hammer with both hands. She brought the heavy weapon
down on the skeleton’s elbow, cracking it in half and releasing its
grip on Scarlett’s leg. The horned demon stumbled forward and
collapsed a few feet away from the wight, her body under her own
control again.

“Are you alright?” the princess asked,
turning and leaning down to her servant.

“Don’t let them touch you,” she warned.

Ruby nodded. “We need to keep moving.”

The horned demon picked up her torch, but
folded the scythe back into the void, not having the strength to
even hold it anymore. The princess helped Scarlett upright, and
they headed back down the hallway. The wight’s body once again
began to repair itself via the magical energy the elf necromancer
had imbued it with centuries earlier. The other undead shuffling
caught up with it, and the undead thing stood to join the mob of
cadavers. Though not quick, the wights were persistent.

Ruby left her torch on the ground, not having
enough hands to carry it, the hammer, and to support the weakened
demon. Scarlett’s light would have to do for them both. The
undercroft was practically a labyrinth, and neither woman knew
which direction to travel. They picked their hallways at random,
hoping to be going toward the castle rather than back to where they
had started. As they moved, they began to hear more of the wight’s
groans and shuffling, scraping sounds. The tombs were full of
bodies, and it seemed that they had all returned from their graves
at the necromancer’s order.

After traveling around in what felt like
circles, they came to a crossroads of the underground tunnels. In
each direction was a shambling horde of the life-stealing wights.
Some were so shrouded by darkness that all the women could see was
their sets of glowing red eyes in the distance.

“We can’t fight them,” Scarlett said.
“They’ll just reconstitute themselves.”

“I know,” Ruby replied. “We need to find the
way out.”

“Which way is it?”

“Don’t know. Anything you could do with magic
to guide us?”

“Maybe. I think it just sapped my physical
strength. Should still be able to cast a spell.”

Ruby turned around to see more of the undead
corpses walking up behind them. “If you can, do it. We don’t have
much time.”

The horned demon pulled her arm from around
Ruby’s shoulder and placed it just below her lips. She blew cool
air into her palm that formed into a bright pink ball of swirling
energy, and she then tossed the glowing orb forward. Scarlett
nearly fell after discharging the energy, but her princess caught
her and steadied her, throwing the demon’s arm back over her
shoulder. Ahead of them, the pink energy ball danced back and
forth, apparently trying to decide the correct path itself. It
swirled around in a circle, darting into a particular hallway a few
feet and then retracing back to the intersection where they
waited.

“You sure that thing is going to help?” Ruby
asked.

“Just give it a minute,” her demon replied.
“It’s clairvoyant energy. It can find the best path, but it needs
to work it out first.”

The princess checked each of the hallways to
see how close the wights were getting. The closest ones would be on
them in under a minute. “We’re not big on time.”

The pink energy seemed to fizzle, swirling up
into the air, before exploding in a bright beam down one of the
hallways. It scraped nearly against the ceiling, leaving a glowing
trail that illuminated the corridor it had traveled down.

“Follow it,” Scarlett instructed.

That was easier said than done. Every
direction had the shambling corpses, and the one the pink energy
had selected as the way out was no different. Four of the wights
crept down that particular hallway. They would have to make it past
those undead creatures somehow, and Scarlett was too weak to cast
any more spells to push them from their path. Ruby was, for the
moment, on her own. Her poison, in and of itself, she expected was
useless against the already dead things, but perhaps, she thought,
there was still use in it. The princess wrenched open the lever in
her chest, causing the toxic sludge to pour forth from her mouth.
The goal was not to kill the already dead wights, but to push them
from her path. The poison rushed up her throat, into her mouth, and
past her open lips. It exploded out of her, flooding down the
hallway to her front and causing the weak bodies to tumble
backward. Knocking them over wasn’t sufficient though. They could
still reach out and grab her as she passed by. Ruby needed them to
be pushed from the path altogether. She kept forcing the poison out
her mouth, watching as the bodies slid down the drenched
corridor.

Overhead, the pink light turned right, so
Ruby followed it, clamping the lever in her chest shut. She had to
jostle Scarlett to keep her moving. The wight’s drain still seemed
to be weakening her, and the magical expenditure on the clairvoyant
light had only complicated things. The princess, however, wouldn’t
let any further harm come to her demon. The hallway the light
guided her down was clear. All the corpses seemed to be shambling
somewhere behind her for the moment. The light looped around a
corner, followed by another quick turn. The pink light illuminated
a set of stone steps leading up above. Just like the ones they had
broken to get down into the undercroft in the first place, these
were blocked by a heavy slab.

Ruby leaned Scarlett against the wall and
helped her slide down into a seating position. “Wait here.”

The horned demon had not the energy to reply.
She merely nodded, struggling to keep her eyes open.

The princess gripped her war hammer and
turned back to the stairs. She placed one foot on a lower step and
left the other on the ground. It was awkward to position herself in
a way where she was able to strike the slab from below, but she did
the best she could. She spit more of the acidic venom onto the
mallet of her weapon to help eat away at the stone cover and then
looked back to see if there were any wights to have followed her.
Nothing yet, but their shuffling sounds were not far.

Ruby turned her attention to breaking the
slab, trying to ignore what was coming for her. She swung the heavy
hammer upward into the ceiling overhead. The awkwardness of the
strike was more than she would have preferred. The attack barely
made a dent in the stone, and her poison had nowhere to seep into,
dripping back down onto her and the steps. She tried again, but the
repeated effort and lackluster results only cemented in her mind
the thought that she needed another plan for getting through the
barricade. The princess dropped her war hammer to the ground with
an echoing thunk and climbed up the steps until she could reach the
stone overhead with her empty hands.

Her palms rested flat against the hard, cold
surface, and she attempted to push the incredibly heavy slab up.
Even with the strength she received from the poisonous magic inside
her, Ruby was nowhere near strong enough to even budge the stone a
little. There was nothing else though. She looked back to the
hallway behind her. The glowing red eyes were there, marching
slumped towards her. She looked to her demonic companion, who had
fallen unconscious. Ruby leaned her head to the side, placing her
shoulders against the heavy rock and pushed up again on the stone.
It might have moved a little, but the princess may have just been
kidding herself. She delved into her body, trying to determine how
much poisonous energy she really had left. The release of the
deluge down the hall had nearly emptied her out. She couldn’t do
that again.

Ruby stepped down off the stairs, breathing
heavy from exerting her energy against the heavy slab but having
nothing to show from it. Her lips and chin were covered in purple
sludge from the earlier release, and the rock dust that had fallen
on her painted her face a grey color and caused hot burning tears
to slip down her cheeks. The princess reached down and grabbed the
war hammer from the ground, stepping between the now unconscious
Scarlett and the oncoming wights.

Adopting a snarling visage, Ruby swung the
war hammer across the head of the first undead creature to step
into her path. Its head followed a similar trajectory as the other
she had knocked off, and its body slumped to the ground, but she
knew it wouldn’t last. She brought the hammer’s mallet hard against
the next wight, hitting this one in the shoulder and nearly
knocking its entire torso from its hips. It tumbled to the ground,
already beginning to reconstitute itself. A third strike went into
the brittle knees of another of the animated skeletons, sending it
hard on top of the other creatures. She continued in this vein,
causing a heap of bodies to pile up at her feet. Their weight on
top of one another seemed to be the only thing keeping them from
standing back up. Despite her efforts, there were hundreds of
glowing red eyes lining the dark tunnel.

The princess was exhausted, and she had to
take a step back, which gave the wights that she had already
attacked time to rebuild their broken bodies and stand once more.
One of the undead creatures made it into her little room of
sanctuary, and she stepped forward again to meet it. Ruby swung her
hammer against its skull, knocking it off, but she couldn’t
maintain the attack. Her body fell to the floor, and she dropped
the weapon, trying to catch her breath.

Several of the wights flooded into the room,
ignoring Scarlett but surrounding Ruby’s crumpled form. Leaning
down to her, their cold, skeletal claws wrapped around her arms and
held her up. She could feel the energy draining from her body at
their touch, just as they had done to her demon. The blue light
rose from her skin and into them. In front of her, the wight with
the crown atop its brow strode forward. It was by far the most
decomposed body she had seen, and the only conclusion she could
come to was that it was the body of her ancestor, King Cyrus. The
undead thing stepped close to her, almost growling in her face with
its fleshless, featureless skull. The wight king wrapped its bony
fingers around Ruby’s neck, causing the same glowing blue light to
rise from her flesh and into the king’s open mouth. Her eyes
fluttered slowly shut, as she felt the energy leave her until it
seemed there was nothing left.

What they drained from her wasn’t simply
energy and life, however. It was everything that remained of her
once mortal existence. The wight king carved out her emotions and
devoured them like they were fine delicacies, consuming them with
what almost looked like a delighted smile on its bony skull. All
that she could yet feel was what the dark poison had enhanced
inside her - rage, lust, hate, greed, and violent cruelty. The
wight king had cleansed her of her humanity. The terrible thing
before her had purged her of weakness. An unrelenting dark power
was all that remained.

Ruby screamed, full of rage, her eyes widened
and turned midnight black, while her body trembled with unknown
power. The chaotic energy swirled inside her chest, and she made a
conscious decision that she would not allow herself to become a
victim. Rather than turning that lever in the direction she had
become so familiar with, the princess threw it in the opposite. Her
mouth became a vacuum, sucking in all dark desires, all malicious
power, and everything that made this wight king and its followers
refuse to stay dead. The red glow from their empty eye sockets was
pulled toward her, ripped out of their skulls, and the energy
flowed past her lips. The cruel, red energy was stored inside her
chest, granting her even more strength, which she used to pull in
the rest. The wights at her side fell limp to the ground, their
bones and armor clattering as they landed. The princess managed to
stand all on her own now, her vigor restored.

The wight king’s followers were next, rapid
beams of red shooting down the corridors and into Ruby’s body,
filling her with even more malevolent rage. She shouted, needing
some way to channel such ferocity. The skeletons behind the wight
king collapsed, until the undead king was the only one remaining.
The princess stepped forward and saw fear in its glowing eyes. She
grabbed it by the neck and did to it as it had done to her. Ruby
sucked the energy from it, allowing the blue wave it had stolen to
flow back into her. With a final snarl, Ruby pulled the last bit of
red energy from the wight king’s glowing eyes and allowed the
corpse to fall to the undercroft floor. As its head slammed into
the ground, the crown slid off and clanged against the hard
stone.

Ruby turned her attention to Scarlett. She
leaned down and kissed her unconscious demon, allowing some of the
red energy to flow through Scarlett’s lips and further inside her
body. Her eyes shot open, and the princess leaned back.

“What happened?” the horned demon asked.

Ruby stood back up. “We won.”

Scarlett looked over to see the hallway of
lifeless bodies. “That’s… that’s… How did you do it?”

“Poison, it seems is not the only thing that
sustains me. They were full of a dark energy, so I took it for my
own.”

“You’re…” Scarlett saw a red glint in her
princess’ eyes. “You’re so beautiful…”

Ruby smiled and turned back to the stairs.
She raised her hands to the stone slab once more. This time she
channeled the stolen energy of the wights, and shifted the blockade
to the side, allowing them to pass up and into the castle.

“We’re almost there. All I can think of is
snapping the craggy hand demon’s neck.”

Scarlett stood and joined her master at the
stairs, picking up her war hammer and handing it to her. “Then I am
sure you will, my poison princess.”


Chapter 38. Sythys’ Treasures

 The stairs of the undercroft led up to an
interior area of the castle that, in her days, was largely
abandoned, so Ruby had little fear that anyone would have heard the
commotion of the fight with the wights. Just like at the other end
of the crypt’s tunnel, the stairs led directly into a little
chamber that was also sealed from the other side, but that wouldn’t
stop the princess and her demon. Ruby had already revealed the
strength the stolen red energy had given her, but she was now
curious if Scarlett had benefitted as well.

With a nod to the door, she told her horned
demon, “Break it open.”

Scarlett wore a sly smile and placed both her
hands to the door, just as eager to test this new power flowing
through her. The red energy pushed down through her arms and into
the heavy bronze at her fingertips. The sight was similar to when
the craggy hand demon had cast spells. There were no flashy spell
effects; whatever he had set his mind on simply happened invisibly.
Scarlett’s attempt to unbar the door was just the same. The bronze
slab simply pushed forward, the wooden planks on the other side
being instantly splintered and broken at her mental command.

The horned demon shifted to the side of the
doorway, smiling to her princess and gesturing to her that she
could now move through. Ruby did so, flinging the war hammer onto
her shoulder and checking the hallway to ensure they were alone.
Her suspicions were validated, as the halls were unoccupied, and
the only light coming in was from the sunlight penetrating through
open windows. Extremely familiar with the layout of the castle from
playing many games of hide and seek there as a child, Ruby knew the
best path to every location Leina and her craggy hand demon could
be. It was midday now, and she suspected the throne room to be the
most likely place to go. The direct route was left, through a
lengthy hall, and up a set of stairs that would lead them to a main
hallway that connected most of the castle together.

Motioning to Scarlett that it was safe, Ruby
set down the long hallway toward the stairs up to the main level.
Most of the area was unused, but there was one particular room
along that hallway that the princess knew was still rather
important. She wasn’t sure what had changed since Leina took over
the kingdom, but unless she had grown wasteful, the archives of
magical treasures taken from the great serpent Sythys would be
locked inside that vault. Ruby found it unlikely that either Leina
or the craggy hand demon would have had much use for what was
inside. They already had control over the entire kingdom with no
one but her threatening that, and the demon seemed powerful enough
without baubles to supplement himself. The princess’ growing greed,
however, drove her to a curious enough state to want to look
inside. Perhaps, she told herself, there would be something inside
to help her against the craggy hand demon. The vault door
was sealed with a combination of locks, both mundane and magical,
but neither of those would serve as a challenge for the princess or
Scarlett.

“Little help?” Ruby asked.

The horned demon inspected the door and the
magical seals present. She placed her hand against the metal
surface with her fingertips, reading the energy radiating off.
“What’s inside?”

“Scores of treasure. Magical artifacts,
mostly. Things that Sythys once hoarded.”

Scarlett smiled. “Before your people tricked
him?”

“He certainly won’t be needing them now.
Think you can get past the magic seals?”

The horned demon pulled her hand away from
the door and snapped her fingers. Each of the magically implemented
locks swung open in unison. “Won’t be a problem,” she said with a
smile.

“Remind me to thank you properly when this is
over,” Ruby replied.

Scarlett smiled and bit her lip, thinking
about her princess and all the ways they’d already found to please
one another. Ruby, meanwhile, grabbed the single physical lock
slung through a metal bar over the door and yanked it off like it
was nothing. She tossed aside the bar and swung open the vault
door. Walking through the doorway, the princess saw all manner of
powerful magic relics.

Before her father had died, he showed Ruby
some of the items contained within the vault. They weren’t only
things that were taken from Sythys’ stash all those years ago. Some
were obtained in the many years since as well. The serpent had
collected a great number of gems, some of which contained simple
magical properties and some that just sparkled. Many of the magical
jewels had since been made into necklaces or rings or inlaid on
armor or weaponry. Sythys really hadn’t known the difference
between the magical rocks and the mundane, and much of what he
collected wasn’t even usable by him. He had simply been greedy for
treasure.

The king had showed Ruby an impressive
library of tomes and manuals that rivaled what Durin had collected.
The books had been acquired from various dangerous sorcerers over
the years, and they were kept there to prevent them from falling
into the wrong hands.

A piece of one of those mad men actually
resided in the vault as well. One of the former kings had sent his
men to stop the sorcerer from a nefarious scheme, and in the
confrontation, his hand was severed off. The rest of his body was
never recovered, but the court wizards claimed that his power still
resided in the limb. It was sealed inside a bottle filled with a
potent alchemical combination aimed at limiting that power.

That wasn’t even the only severed body part
in the vault. The skull of a mighty demon had been stored there as
well, as it too continued to show the presence of magical energy
long after the creature’s death. The skull was placed inside a
large wooden box and sealed with arcane rituals.

Among the most peculiar items stored within
the castle’s magical archive was a pouch of dust. Everyone that had
ever investigated it said there was enormous potential there, but
despite great efforts, no one had determined what it could do.
People had swallowed it, poured it into open wounds, used it in
alchemical concoctions, and tried channeling spells through it, but
nothing had ever come of it. To that day, no one understood it, but
it was kept hidden in the vaults to prevent anyone from ever
finding out its true potential.

Somehow, Sythys had acquired a golem during
his time hoarding valuable items. No one knew how to operate the
giant thing, so the rock construct had remained stored within the
castle archive for as long as the room existed. To protect the
other items, a rumor was spread that the golem watched over the
vault, but in truth, it wouldn’t have lifted a finger to stop
intruders.

The snake also had kept a large horn
fashioned from some great beast that was too big for a normal sized
human to feasibly use. The expectation was that Sythys had never
used it either, but when Cyrus and his people found the horn in the
serpent’s things, they worked together to hold up the horn, so they
could blow through its hollow body. What followed was the worst
thunderstorm in recorded history. They didn’t attempt to blow the
horn again.

One of the most interesting items Ruby had
seen in the vaults was a lantern that was said to expose all
magical illusions for their truth. If someone had cast an
invisibility spell, the radiance of the lantern would shine through
it. Occasionally, her father had put the magical lantern to use,
testing the truthfulness of various diplomats’ intentions. It had
on two separate occasions saved him from an attempt at subterfuge
from other nations.

Though her father had allowed the princess to
see many of the things held within, there was always one that he
kept from her. It was a mirror that was of immense power, and he
had kept it covered by a sheet at all times. Given his absence and
her lack of restraint, Ruby decided to finally peek under the cloth
and see what the mirror’s power was. The princess approached the
hidden mirror and grabbed the dark sheet, pulling it back and
throwing it behind her.

The cloth had not just covered a simple
mirror, as it turned out. The artifact was a folding double mirror
that was angled in such a way that one person could stand in front
and see both reflections staring back at them. Each mirror had an
intricately crafted trim in the form of a long-bodied dragon that
was biting its own tail as it looped back around the other side.
One dragon was black, while the other was white.

“What is it?” Scarlett asked.

“I have always wanted to know the answer to
that,” Ruby replied, stepping forward and seeing the pair of
reflections in each mirror.

The counterparts looking back at her were not
what she would have expected. In the black dragon mirror, Ruby saw
herself, but in the white dragon’s reflection, she saw her sister,
Leina. Her own image was covered in both her poison and someone’s
blood, her skin was paler than she had ever seen it, and the red
glint in her eye was stronger. Leina, on the other hand, looked as
she did when the dream had briefly shown her free of corruption -
clean, pleasant, and healthy. Both wore the same crown on their
heads, depicting them as the queen of Lavidia. Her sister’s was
clean, while the one on her reflected brow was covered in the same
dried poison that was splattered all over her.

Scarlett stepped up behind Ruby and saw
herself reflected only in the black mirror. Leina remained the only
person in the glass of the white dragon mirror. The horned demon in
the black reflection wrapped her arms around Ruby, eyeing the
original pair of women curiously and wearing a sly grin.

“I repeat my question,” Scarlett said. “What
is it?”

The princess looked from one mirror to the
other and came to the realization. “Possible futures…”

“A scrying… mirror?” the horned demon asked
with a raised eyebrow.

“Apparently.” Her eyes continued to bounce
back and forth, not truly believing what she saw.

Scarlett pointed to the white mirror, where
neither of them reflected back. “Why aren’t we in that one?”

“Maybe… we die?”

“Hmph. Then I say we go with that one.” She
pointed back to the black dragon mirror.

“I agree with Scarlett,” the Ruby in the
black mirror said.

The image of Leina looked out of her own
mirror to the one with Ruby and the horned demon. “The decision
isn’t yours!”

“You… can talk?” the princess asked.

“Yes, sister,” Leina said.

“Right. Why is that?”

“You guessed correctly,” her sister answered.
“This mirror shows you possible futures. It allows you to look
beyond your choices and see the consequences of those
decisions.”

“Okay… then what choice are you supposed to
represent?”

“Whether you keep the poison inside you or
not,” her reflection answered.

“What do you mean? How am I supposed to get
rid of it?”

“The Oracle told you about redemption,” Leina
said. “This is it. The strange powder kept confined in this room
was created long ago for a single purpose. You.”

“Me?”

“It can cure the poison from your system,
returning you to the woman you used to be.”

“We,” the duplicate Ruby continued, “are the
consequences of that choice.”

“So you’re supposed to help me decide?” the
princess asked the reflections.

“That’s the idea, my princess,” the Scarlett
in the mirror replied. “I hope you pick us.”

“I can just… ask you questions then?”

“Yes,” Leina answered. “And we will attempt
to persuade you to pick what each of us believes to be the correct
path.”

“Easy enough.” Ruby looked back and forth
between the dragon mirrors before finally settling on Leina’s.
“Let’s start with the obvious. Why aren’t Scarlett and I in your
reflection?”

“Excellent question,” the reflected Ruby
mocked her sister.

Leina’s glance shot over to the alternate
mirror and then back to the real princess. “I’m sorry to say that
you died.”

“How?”

“You sacrificed yourself to ensure I
survived.”

“But you did die,” the mirror Ruby reminded
her.

Leina tried to ignore the comment. “You were
brave and honorable. You did what was best for someone you love,
and no one can ever take that from you.”

“And since I died, Scarlett died too?”

“Yes,” her sister replied.

The horned demon’s hand gripped around Ruby’s
shoulder unintentionally. She was not eager to return to the nether
realm. “You don’t need fixing,” she reminded her master. “You don’t
need that dust. You’re perfect the way you are. Nothing has changed
since that insolent little wood spirit tried to cleanse you of your
power.”

Ruby thought about it, trying to remove
emotion from the equation. “But we corrupted the whole forest after
that. Maybe there is something wrong with me.”

“You’re strong. You’re free. If you get rid
of the poison, all that will change.”

The princess thought about it but came to no
quick conclusion. She looked up to the black mirror to pose them a
question. “If I’m absent from the cleansed future, where is my
sister in yours?”

Her reflection’s red eyes met her own. “Leina
didn’t make it.”

“What happened?”

“Yes,” Leina agreed. “Tell her what you
did.”

The mirror Ruby gave her reflected sister a
hateful glance and then looked back to the princess. “I killed
her.”

“You killed her? Why would you ever do
that?”

Her reflection thought for a moment. “She…
was weak. The kingdom was better off without her. Besides, after
everything she did, it was what she deserved.”

The answer was harsh, but Ruby admitted to
herself that she had experienced those very same thoughts as well.
Hearing the words spoken through her own mouth, though, was
painful. “So, you’re saying that no matter what… either I die or my
sister dies?”

“Yes,” both reflections replied in
unison.

“What about the craggy hand demon? What
happens to him?”

The black mirror Ruby was the first to
answer. She smiled widely as she did. “You break nearly every bone
in his body. You make him bleed. You poison his body. You take your
time, and you enjoy every minute.”

“And in yours?” she asked Leina.

“He is dead as well,” she replied. “Though
admittedly, it was a much more difficult task in my world. You
weakened him, separated my connection to him, but he killed you. I
was the one that killed him in my world after seeing what he did to
you.”

“At least there’s that,” Ruby said. “He dies
either way.”

“His death means nothing if you’re not there
to enjoy it,” Scarlett whispered into her ear. “It has to be by
your hand.”

Ruby looked between the two mirrors. “Are
these futures determined? Is there no way to change them?”

“This is it,” her reflection answered. “You
can’t fight fate.”

Ruby looked to her sister in the white
mirror. “But I could save you and keep the poison. If I know what
happens, I can change it.”

“You must choose,” Leina replied. “You have
to decide what is important to you.”

“Your sister there,” the black mirror Ruby
began, “wants to trick you into choosing her. I, on the other hand,
don’t need to show you or tell you anything. You’ve already made
your decision. I am everything you want to be - a powerful and free
queen of Lavidia… not to mention, alive.”

“But you’ll be soulless if you keep the
poison,” Leina interjected. She pointed across to the black mirror.
“There is a block of ice where her heart should be. Is that who you
want to be? This is your chance for redemption. This is your
opportunity to set right all the ill that both you and I have done
in the past decade. Please, sister, you must do the right
thing.”

With that, the two reflections disappeared
and all that remained was the actual images of Ruby and Scarlett
looking back at them.

The princess was confronted with the same
question she felt she’d been asked since the day she was
poisoned.

Do I do what is right, or do I do what I
want?


Chapter 39. What is Right


The darkness was making it hard for her to think. Her every angry
impulse, avarice desire, or lustful thought was pounding at the
inside of her head. The greed for such power refused to let go of
her. That was how she knew she had to rid herself of the toxin.
Ruby stepped away from the folding mirror and retrieved the bag of
dust from the shelf it rested on.

Scarlett rushed toward her princess, seeing
what she intended. “Ruby, no.”

“I have to be rid of this,” Ruby replied,
clenching the soft leather bag in her fist.

“But we’ll die.” The horned demon pointed
back to the mirror. “You’ve seen this for yourself.”

The princess shook her head and gave a glare
toward the mirror. “I refuse to believe there isn’t a way to save
my sister and myself.”

“And if there’s not?”

Ruby’s eyes drifted to the floor. “Then at
least, I’ll have saved my sister.”

Scarlett reached out and grabbed her
princess’ hand. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to go back. I
don’t want to be alone again.”

Ruby looked up and into her demon’s eyes. “No
matter what happens, Scarlett, you’ll never be alone again. We’re
bonded. In life, and in death.”

That was little comfort to the demon, but it
would have to do. She could clearly see the resolve on her
princess’ face. Scarlett released her grip on Ruby’s hand, allowing
her to continue with what she was doing.

The princess nodded thankfully at her horned
demon and then tugged at the slender rope strings of the leather
pouch. Peering beyond the stitched together lining, Ruby saw
particles of what looked like sand. These, however, were a strange
pink color that sparkled as the candlelight reflected off them.

“What do you think I do with them?” she asked
her demon companion.

Scarlett shrugged. Even if she had known, she
wasn’t sure she would have answered.

Ruby poked a finger into the pink sands,
swirling and pushing it around the pouch. She felt no different
upon touching it, but as she retrieved the finger from the sack,
some of the dust and sand stuck to her skin. She took a heavy
breath and then stuck the tip of her finger into her mouth, licking
the sandy particles off and swallowing them down toward that
poisonous lever in her chest.

Scarlett winced at the sight of this act, as
though she were in great pain. “Are you okay?”

The princess still felt nothing from the
pouch of dust. She lifted the remaining powder to her lips and
dumped the entire contents into her mouth. The sand was thick, and
it was almost like swallowing a handful of sugar. Her eyes watered,
as she forced the remainder of the grainy substance down her
throat. Ruby was not willing to take any chances with the cure, so
she took it all inside herself. As the little particles of magical
sand and dust fell through her body, she followed their progress to
where the poisonous lever was contained inside her. The pink grains
began to swirl around the heart of the venomous infection, tearing
at her from the inside. Dropping the empty leather pouch to the
ground, the princess fell to her knees and grabbed her chest in a
futile attempt to quell the pain.

Following her down to the floor, Scarlett
asked with wide, fearful eyes, “Ruby?”

As the grains choked the poison and in turn,
the princess herself, she clenched her eyes shut and reached out to
find her demon’s hand. She clamped her fingers down on Scarlett’s
hand, hoping to numb her own pain by some small amount, but there
was nothing she could do to keep from feeling the infection being
cleansed. Similar to when she forced a maelstrom of poison to
manifest around her, the venom and toxins began to ooze out of her
various orifices. As though she were being cleansed after a long
sickness, the poison was purged from her body by whatever means it
could take. She sweat the toxins out her skin, cried them from her
eyes, and spat them from her mouth. Shuddering, Ruby felt the last
of the noxious substance leave her body and splash to the floor in
a purple pool of congealed muck under her knees.

Opening her eyes, she saw everything that she
had done since being poisoned. It came back to her in a sudden rush
of images. The darkness inside her had blocked her from feeling the
full weight of her decisions, but now that she was cleansed of
that, she felt all the guilt and regret that she once should have.
The emotions of her choices had gone unfelt for far too long.

Looking down in her mind’s eye, she saw a
man’s face. He wore an agonized expression, as venom pooled into
his mouth, flooding his eyes and nose as well. The face belonged to
the first man that she had killed - the guard that tried to
assassinate her when the poison had failed. She saw the fear and
pain in his eyes, but she hadn’t cared. The darkness inside her had
forced her to kill and to even enjoy the act. Two more men died on
her way toward her sister, back before she knew that Leina had been
responsible for the assassination attempt itself. Ruby didn’t get
as good of a look at them, as she filled the hall with her
poisonous toxins in an instinctive act. Another died in the throne
room, as the anger of seeing her father’s death drove her toward
the craggy hand demon. In a flash, she saw four men die by her own
hands. Clean, clear tears began to stream down her face, as she
recounted her experiences.

Then, she saw the Abyss and the poisonous
imps she created with her yet misunderstood powers. She tossed them
aside like they were nothing, down into the depths of the cave,
using them to help find her way toward a treasure that never
existed in the first place. The princess remembered the enormous
serpent that had dwelled within that place and how she had
generated a ball of poison in his gut. More than a decade had been
lost to the blissroot that grew in those caverns, but it had all
felt like a few minutes to her. Now, though, Ruby felt every
agonizing second wasted away in those tunnels, sucking at the spicy
venomous juice of the white fruit and caring for nothing but her
next toxic meal.

It was only with the help of Scarlett, the
demon she had bonded herself with, that Ruby was finally able to
escape the addiction of the blissroot, eventually making her way to
Gloomport. There, the princess ripped off a rapist’s manhood,
saving the young woman, Clare, from his assault but damning her and
her father to further attacks. Even now, she wasn’t certain that
they had survived her poisonous explosion in the dark city when
Wesley and his Underlaw attacked the tailor’s shop and home. Ruby
slaughtered them all like she had been killing all throughout her
life. Their deaths meant nothing to her; it had all come so easy.
Now though, the princess hated herself for what she had done. She
couldn’t imagine having taken so many lives with so little effect.
By any account, she was a mass murderer from that day alone, and
she didn’t even know if she’d saved the young woman and her father.
During that fight, nothing but satisfying her own hate and rage had
mattered.

After that, she recalled herself being a
torturer. Whether Wesley had deserved to have his mind taken over
by her toxic power was a moot point to her cleansed self. She had
played with him, made him feel terrible things, and cared nothing
for his ultimate fate. The whole crew of the Black Wave and even
Sniggle had perished to the strange beast of the sea all to give
Ruby and Scarlett time to escape its grasp. Though that sacrifice
had succeeded, it made her feel no better about it. The death,
pain, and poison was all too much. Leaning forward, the princess
retched up on the floor of the archive room, barely missing her
demon companion.

Her purge, however, did not stop the flood -
the onslaught - of dark memories and acts. The terrible choices she
had made continued in her head. Lorelai, the strange half
woman-half spider, was her next victim. Ruby gorged herself on the
spider venom, empowering herself but fueling her rage as well. The
princess slashed the blade across the woman’s neck, decapitating
her and killing her instantly, but that hadn’t been enough. She
further mutilated the spider corpse to get at the venom sack stored
within. Ruby drank until there was nothing left inside the fleshy
bag of poison. Again, the princess had cared nothing for the
creature she maimed, but seeing the images without the poison
inside her forced her to experience that anguish for the first
time. She never had seen herself capable of such destruction and
murder, but there lay the proof, flashing before her eyes, forcing
tears to flood out from them.

That was also the day that Ruby and her
horned demon had become physically intimate. Though she shared a
sense of companionship with Scarlett, the princess openly
acknowledged that there was no real love there. It was entirely
based around lust and need. The only thing they had in common was a
sexual attraction, and there, in that cave, they finally succumbed
to those desires. The monks of the Cloister had later warned her
that such intimacy was dangerous for the human in that
relationship, but Ruby never paid the thought much attention. Free
of the haziness the poisons brought on, the princess began to
wonder about such decisions.

There was no interlude to linger on such
thoughts, however, as the mental images barreled forward, showing
her other transgressions. It was because of the connection to
Scarlett that her next victim suffered. Slip, the back alley thief
with roaming hands, had been turned to slush for the simple act of
touching the horned demon. Ruby murdered him in cold blood because
of a jealous rage. Her chest was thick and heavy, her face was
burning hot from the inside, and she hated herself for what she had
done.

The only time she truly seemed to feel any
emotion was not for any action she had taken but for what she had
seen her sister become. When the Hendriks had allowed her a brief
glimpse at the woman Leina had become in her absence, Ruby lost
control of the cold demeanor she had maintained in the face of her
own horrible decisions. The darkness had blocked off her ability to
see herself for what she was, but that didn’t seem to translate
over to the one person she still loved. Learning what had happened
to Leina over the course of the previous decade broke the princess
down to the point she actually could see past the poisonous
thoughts of her own mind. She attempted to reclaim those pieces of
her soul over the next few days, but it was a task she found
herself incapable of performing. Her darkness had ultimately
returned.

Ruby didn’t fault herself for the deaths of
the goblins, as she had some of the others. She was already too
numb from everything else she had seen to worry herself over
killing such vile little creatures. The princess could not say that
about the monks and soldiers she had killed in the Cloister. The
poison inside her had kept her from counting the lives she took,
but now she knew exactly how much carnage she had caused. Ruby had
been personally responsible for the deaths of four hundred thirty
seven monks, twenty-four of their demons, and seven hundred thirty
two of the soldiers from Lavidia. Her body began to shake
uncontrollably at this revelation. The princess started to feel
like what she’d seen hadn’t even been her. These were someone
else’s memories, and she was just an observer. That was the only
way she could go forward and cope with such acts. She had to
separate who she was with who she’d been. The disgusting things
perpetrated by her dark half hadn’t been her. They were in the
past, and she had to be better because of the awful decisions she
had made. She swallowed the choking ball of contempt for herself,
and the flashes of memories continued their incessant march in her
head.

Rashtalg was next. She saw what she had put
her demon through. Though the creatures of the nether world often
received a great deal of derision, Ruby recognized that the demons
were no better or no worse than a human. She had treated the one
who had bonded with her shabbily, and she wished she could take
those actions back. Despite this, Scarlett had stayed true to the
princess through it all and even sacrificed herself in order to
save Ruby from her own hubris and greed. The need for whatever the
enormous creature in the mountain held within Daibhu’s body pushed
her into an unwinnable situation. The toxic maelstrom would have
consumed her along with everything in that chamber if the horned
demon hadn’t escaped the nether world and saved her. Even then, she
couldn’t let the glowing orb go. Her greed for power knew almost no
bounds. It was only when she saw that the terrible creature would
never give up that she shattered the untethered demon’s knee to
give the beast a distraction and meal.

Ruby wished that her horrible actions had
ended there, but the memories continued. She could feel the hot
tears streaming down her cheeks, falling over the edge of her chin,
as the sadness, guilt, anger, and regret tore at her mind. She knew
that the Willow’s Wood would be next. She tried to shut her mind to
what was coming, but the cleansing wouldn’t allow her to flee from
what she had done there. She saw the innocent wardens of the wood
broken, on fire, and poisoned. At one point, Ruby had thought she
could use the darkness to do good, but after what happened in the
forest of her family’s namesake, she knew that had changed. No
longer was she a good person doing bad things for the right
reasons. After Willow’s Wood, the princess had made herself into a
villain, no different than the craggy hand demon that she had vowed
to defeat.

The last of her viewings was the undead
creatures and their wight king down in the undercroft. She had
taken all the darkness and hatred that they had within them and
took it into herself. Ruby had no idea how she had managed to make
the decision to remove the poison with that dark red illness
permeating her very soul, but she had done it.

The princess finished her catalogue of moral
misdeeds and returned to her proper sense. When she finished, salty
hot tears covered her face, while poison and vomit were in a pool
of filth around her, but for the first time in over a decade, she
felt clean. Though she felt horribly guilty, the weight of such
actions was lifted from her shoulders, after the cleansing had
forced her to relive every dark action she had taken in the past
decade. She looked up at her demon and smiled, her teeth no longer
covered in the dark purple poison.

“Ruby?” Scarlett asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Are you okay?”

The princess nodded. “I’ve never been
better.”


Chapter 40. Reaching Into the Darkness

 Ruby could barely carry the war
hammer now that she was no longer the poison princess. The sands
had cured her of her darkness, but they had also rid her of the
strength that came with it. She worried about her chances in taking
down the craggy hand demon without it. She wondered if the poison
was still there, inside her, deep down. Whether it was or not, it
seemed beyond her grasp now.

The horned demon walked beside her human
master down the hallway. She held the snaith of her scythe in one
hand and left the other unoccupied. The bracelets that could
separate a demon from their human were still stored in her pocket
of space, and the princess would be relying on Scarlett to get them
out and onto the craggy hand demon’s wrists. She wasn’t sure of
their chances now that Ruby was no longer poisoned, but her
connection to her princess meant that she had little choice in
following her. She was ashamed to consider putting the bracelets on
herself and becoming an untethered demon like the assassin, Astrid,
but she ultimately decided that she couldn’t do that to Ruby.
Regardless of her interest in self-preservation, Scarlett still had
a certain affection for her human master, and she was going to
stand beside her through whatever happened and suffer the
consequences no matter what.

Ruby and Scarlett walked side by side toward
the throne room. There were no guards posted along the way and no
servants or attendants roaming the halls. The craggy hand demon
knew they were coming, and the princess recognized this fact. He
was simply allowing them to come to him, because he thought there
was nothing to fear. Ruby sought to prove him wrong.

The princess led her horned demon through the
halls, until they arrived at the entrance to the throne room. The
golden, arching double doors were closed, but Ruby didn’t pause for
even a moment. She pushed the doors, swinging them both open and
causing them to crash against the walls inside the throne room,
their noise echoing throughout the pillared chamber.

Seated in the king and queen’s thrones were
the craggy hand demon and Ruby’s sister. They didn’t seem in the
least surprised to see the pair of women, confirming her suspicion
that he had known they were there. Leina looked much the same as
she did when they shared their dream. Her face was pale, with the
corruption clearly having taken over. The demon, too, had not
changed since she last saw him. The cream-white mask was still
strapped over his face, and he wore a long black robe with a hood.
The red rocky flesh of his craggy hand crept out of the sleeves of
the black fabric, making his reality as a demon immediately
apparent.

The princess strode forward with Scarlett
following a bit behind. The masked demon on the throne stood as
Ruby approached, causing them to both stop several feet away. Leina
stood as well, wearing an overstretched smile across her pale
face.

“My dear sister,” the queen began. “Whatever
foolish thought has driven you here? The army we sent to collect
your head in the Cloister and the assassin that assured me she
would find you weren’t enough? You thought you should just press
your luck and show up at my home?”

Ruby gulped and forced herself to look into
her sister’s eyes. “I’m here to save you, Leina.”

The corrupted queen cocked her head to the
side, still wearing the insidious smile, and she examined Ruby’s
face. “I thought I told you… you can’t save me.” She raised her
hands out to the side and up in the air. “This is who I am. I like
it.”

“I’m going to kill this vile thing,” Ruby
said, pointing at the craggy demon. “I’m going to save you.”

At that, the demon laughed. His frame shook,
as the maddening laughter echoed throughout the large, empty
chamber. Eventually, he stopped himself and spoke. “Our bond is
complete. You cannot harm me without also harming your dear
sister.”

Ruby turned and nodded to Scarlett. Looking
back to the craggy hand demon, she glowered and said, “That’s where
you’re wrong… Tyran.”

At the simple announcement of that word, the
demon fell to his knees. His white mask fell off, and Scarlett
retrieved the bracelets from the absence of space and placed the
scythe back inside it. The princess rushed forward, dropping her
war hammer, grabbing her sister, and tearing her away from the
craggy hand demon.

Squirming, Leina shouted, “Unhand me!”

Ruby grit her teeth and fought back, holding
her tightly in her arms. “This is for your own good, Leina!”

Scarlett kneeled down to place the bracelets
over the craggy hand demon’s wrists. Still reeling from hearing his
own true name uttered, he couldn’t fight back. She slipped the
first bracelet over his normal, fleshy hand, and as soon as she
did, Leina’s struggles against Ruby came nearly to an end. As the
second bracelet was placed over the demon’s craggy wrist, Leina
seemed to snap back to reality, cleansed of the foul taint.

“What’s… going on?” she asked no one in
particular, looking about the room in a state of panicked
confusion.

The princess let her sister go, and she
nearly fell to the floor. She caught herself and stumbled forward a
few feet.

“Ruby?” She glanced around, her expression
telling the princess that she didn’t know what was going on or
where she was, but she couldn’t find the words to ask any
questions.

Scarlett, meanwhile, stood up, while the
weakened craggy hand demon lay on the floor, reeling from the use
of his true name.

The princess kneeled beside her sister. “What
do you remember, Leina?”

Shaking her head and staring into the
distance, Leina replied, “I don’t want to remember.” Leina
continued to shake her head, even more fiercely now. She recalled
pieces of her memory but refused to believe them. “No! That was a
dream! That didn’t happen!”

“Leina.” Ruby reached out and touched her
sister’s shoulder, but she flung it off.

“That can’t have been real.”

“I’m… sorry…”

Her sister backed up, continuing to shake her
head. Her breaths were heavy and prolonged. She clutched at her
stomach before falling back to the ground and retching up all over
the stone tiles of the throne room.

“Leina, my little flower…” the craggy hand
demon whispered to her from all the way across the room.

Both Ruby and her sister turned to face the
demon. It was the first time she had ever seen the dark creature
without his mask on. She had wondered what was under that
cream-white disguise ever since she’d seen him eleven years prior.
She’d expected that he was disfigured in some way or was just
terrible to gaze upon. The truth, however, was much different. He
looked completely normal. If Ruby hadn’t known that he was a demon,
she would have thought his face to belong to a mortal man.

“Help me, my little flower,” the craggy hand
demon said in a strangely soothing voice.

“Shut him up!” the princess shouted to
Scarlett.

The horned demon nodded and kicked her
prisoner across the face, blooding his lips and nose.

“Ignore him,” Ruby said, turning back to her
sister.

Leina stared into his eyes. “I… I need him.
He needs me.”

The princess moved between her sister and the
craggy hand demon, blocking their line of sight to one another.
“He’s in your past. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

A pale color washed over Leina’s face, and
blackness grew in her eyes despite Ruby’s interruption of their
connected vision. The princess studied her sister’s face, not
seeing her reach for the dagger strapped to her leg, under the
folds of her dress.

Leina leaned to the side and nodded toward
the craggy hand demon. “You’re going to kill him?”

“Yes.”

“Then, you should kill me as well. I brought
him into this world.”

“I’m not going to kill you, Leina.”

“Good. Then that makes this easier.”

The dark queen pulled the dagger out of its
sheath and plunged it into Ruby’s gut. Both the princess and
Scarlett felt the pain of the blade, as it tore through Ruby’s
flesh and spilled her blood out to the stone tiles of the castle
throne room.

“Leina… No…” the princess uttered.

Leina smiled, pulled the blade out, and
jabbed it back in once more. “Does it hurt?”

“What… are you… doing?” Ruby asked, still
thinking there was something good and decent inside her sister.

“He’s all I have. You’re not taking him away
from me!”

The queen yanked the blade once more and
tried to shove it back inside Ruby, but the princess’ hands blocked
the way. The dagger’s sharp edges sliced into her fingers, but it
hadn’t been pushed with enough force to cut through the bone, just
painfully up to it. Ruby cried out in agony, and her sister
laughed, allowing her the minor victory of stopping the attack.
While the princess struggled with her sliced fingers and hand,
Leina released her grip on the knife, letting Ruby grab the blade
with her wounded hand. Ignoring the weapon, she simply sunk a
finger into the injuries in her sister’s gut. Ruby dropped the
knife and tumbled to the floor.

“How about that?” Leina asked, nearly
smiling.

Across the room, Scarlett writhed on the
ground, while the craggy hand demon was finally able to stand
despite being weakened by his true name. His strength, Scarlett
realized, must have been terrible. He moved away from the horned
demon and toward Leina and Ruby. The dark queen saw this, removed
her fingers from the princess’ wounds, and stood to join him,
ignoring her sister bleeding on the ground. Leina walked to her
craggy hand demon somewhere between the two women and pulled the
bracelets off his wrists. With that, his magic power was fully
restored. Even Ruby, without any sorcerous knowledge to speak of,
could feel a terrible energy radiate through the room.

His face exposed, the princess looked over
and saw the smile stretched across it. He raised his craggy hand
and then brought it down, pressing it flat against the air. Both
Ruby and Scarlett were pushed into the ground by his unseen force.
The craggy hand demon retrieved the bracelets from Leina and
returned to Scarlett. He put a boot under her body and flipped her
over onto her back. The horned demon tried to conjure some magical
attack against him, but he was too powerful. He was blocking her
energy from coming together in any meaningful way. Kneeling down,
the craggy hand demon slipped the first bracelet over her wrist,
and then he slid the second onto her other arm with no delay. The
horned demon’s connection to Ruby was severed, and neither could
feel the other. The princess still squirmed from the painful but
not lethal stab wounds, while Scarlett was finally free of that
experience. She was, however, bound by the bracelets and therefore
quite weak and incapable of using magic.

The craggy hand demon then stood and reached
into the unseen depths, just as Scarlett often did, and he
retrieved a curved dagger. Looking to Leina, he asked, “Would you
care to do the honors, my little flower?”

The dark queen smiled her wide grin, grabbing
the dagger from her demon. “You don’t want to play with her
first?”

“Your sister will suit my needs. This one
will only get in the way.”

Leina looked down at Scarlett. “My sister’s
whore of a demon. I’m glad we finally have this chance to meet face
to face. It’s important to know the company your family members
keep. I need to know whether you’re taking good care of her. Are
you keeping her satisfied?”

The dark queen looked back to Ruby and the
increasing pool of blood she was laying in. Leina’s smile widened,
and she looked utterly mad standing above the horned demon. Ruby
may have thought she could be saved, but Scarlett simply didn’t see
it. She was vile even to her demonic eyes. The corruption that the
craggy hand demon had sewn into her was far worse than anything she
had ever thought possible. It was true that Scarlett liked the
darker side of life, but this little creature had gone too far.
Scarlett merely wanted a bit of fun, freedom, and pleasure. Leina,
on the other hand, was sadistic and monstrous, getting pleasure
from terrible acts.

The queen finally answered her own question.
“She does look quite content. I worry she’s not treating you
properly though.” She gripped the little dagger and showed it
plainly to Scarlett. “Has she ever fucked you with one of these?
No? Well, I think I can fix that for you.”

The horned demon gritted her teeth, knowing
what was coming, but she was still unable to move with the craggy
hand demon returned to power. Leina dropped to her knees and slid
the curved blade into Scarlett’s body. She pulled it out, still
wearing the maniacal smile, and shoved it back in. Scarlett wailed
in pain, while Ruby was forced to watch her demon slowly and
painfully killed right before her. The princess struggled to stand,
to defy the magical power that held her to the floor, to fight past
the burning hot pain in her gut, but she could do nothing. Blood
sprayed out of the horned demon’s body in spurting streams, as
Leina began to slash instead of stab. Scarlett’s cries soon ceased,
as her life slipped away.

The queen seemed not to notice and simply
enjoyed watching the blood fly out, watching it pool beneath her
victim, watching Scarlett’s body rip and tear at her touch. The
corruption inside her was too deep that Ruby now thought it could
never be overcome. The princess regretted giving up the poison
inside her. It had been a mistake. That naive, idealistic decision
caused Scarlett her life. Ruby’s horned demon was dead, and her
irredeemable sister was covered in Scarlett’s blood. The princess
felt that anger and hatred inside her, but without the poison, it
was weak. It was useless.

Leina turned her head and looked up at the
craggy hand demon. “Did you like it, my master? Did I fuck her
well?”

“Yes, my little flower,” he replied with a
soft smile. “Now, then. Let’s go see your sister, shall we?”

The queen nodded enthusiastically, and her
demon held his hand out, helping Leina stand up. Hand in hand, the
pair walked toward Ruby, who was still held in place by the craggy
hand demon’s powerful sorcery.

“You’re going to die,” the princess told the
demon through gritted teeth. “I’ve seen it. You don’t win.”

He adopted a little condescending smile. “And
how do imagine that is?”

“My sister is going to kill you.”

The craggy hand demon turned to Leina,
placing his hand on her cheek. “My little flower would never hurt
me. Isn’t that right?”

The queen stared adoringly into his eyes.
“Never, my master.”

“She’d do anything I told her to do. Wouldn’t
you, my little flower?”

“Anything, my master. Let me prove it to
you.” She squirmed on the spot in anticipation. “Give me a command.
Please.”

“As you wish…” He thought for a moment about
what he wanted her to do. Another smile graced his face, as he
decided. “Cut off one of your sister’s fingers.”

Leina smiled wide and kneeled beside Ruby’s
body.

“Leina,” the princess began, beads of sweat
beginning to form at either temple. “You don’t have to do what he
says. You can fight him.”

“Silly sister,” Leina said, pulling Ruby’s
hand away from her body and laying it flat on the ground. “I don’t
want to fight him.”

“Leina…”

Her sister laid the blade down against each
finger in turn, not sure where to start. She looked to Ruby’s face,
still wearing her wicked smile. “Which one?”

The princess just shook her head, remembering
the pain that had come when she temporarily lost four of her
fingers in Gloomport.

“I know,” Leina said cheerfully. “Let’s start
with your thumb!”

The dark queen pulled Ruby’s thumb to the
side, clear of the others, and then placed the blade down, so that
it rested on the skin. She looked up to her sister’s face one more
time. “Now, then. This is going to hurt, dear sister.”

Leina cackled a little and then plunged the
blade down, passing through flesh and blood, through muscle and
bone with a crunch, until she hit the stone floor on the other
side. Ruby howled in pain, the sound echoing throughout the halls.
She wished that she could move - that she could do something to
stop the pain, stop her sister, and stop the demon. Anything. The
queen’s craggy hand demon overlooked the mutilation with a pleased
expression on his face. Leina picked up the severed appendage,
stood, and showed it to her master.

“Here you are,” she declared. “I told you I
would prove myself.”

He took the thumb and nodded to her. “You’re
such a good little girl.” The craggy hand demon paused, looking at
the bloody appendage. “Bring me the rest.”

Leina’s eyes lit up, and she eagerly dropped
back to the floor, where she continued her work. Ruby’s screams and
the sounds of her bones being broken and severed muffled almost all
thought she was capable of. All she was able to do was experience
the pain of the torture and the anger and rage from her sister’s
betrayal. She cursed herself once more for giving up the poisonous
power she once had access to. It had been a waste after all.
Choking down on her rage, Ruby thought back to the question she had
answered time and time again,

Do I do what is right, or do I do what I
want?

For the past decade, the princess felt like
the darkness inside her had been forced upon her by the miscast
spell that had attempted to save her life. She felt like it had
guided her decisions and caused her to go down paths she never
would have otherwise. Ruby could forgive herself for those
transgressions, because there had been something twisted gnawing
its way through her mind. What she did in that moment, however, was
unforgivable. Rather than the darkness simply rising up inside her
against her will, Ruby now chose to reach down into the filth and
pull back the darkness that she so desperately desired. She had
finally made the decision. Right and wrong were no longer concerns
to her. Ruby’s dark desires had control. She was beyond redemption
now. Death was all that remained of the Oracle’s prophecy.

The poisonous lever inside her had never
left. Choosing to tap into those terrible emotions restored it to
what she now realized was its rightful place. Her malevolent energy
flowed once more, and a terrible hate overwhelmed her senses. There
was an explosion of poison, knocking both Leina and the craggy hand
demon away from her. The wounds in her gut healed, her skin grew
pale, and the same dark thoughts permeated her mind, as the poison
spread. The sludge poured out of her severed fingers, reaching out
and reconnecting with the bloody digits that had dropped to the
stone floor. Her hands were repaired, but the craggy hand demon was
up, and he was no worse for wear from the poison explosion.

He raised his hand to perform some additional
sorcery, but Ruby was a step ahead of him. She globbed a ball of
venom in her mouth and spit it into his face, temporarily blinding
him. The princess stood and ran over to her war hammer, as a layer
of toxic sludge oozed out from her. This time, it was not limited
to coming out her mouth. It secreted out of her skin, covering her
entire form in a purplish-black layer of the filth. The sludge
dripped off her, and she picked up the weapon. Turning back, Ruby
saw that the craggy hand demon had pulled out a weapon of his own.
It was an enormous, two-handed sword that looked almost like a
butcher’s knife, elongated over the length of the huge blade. Ruby
stepped forward to meet him, while Leina, on the other hand, had
made her way over to her throne, where she eagerly watched the show
begin.

The demon swiped the huge blade across the
room, making Ruby dodge backward. The princess swung her war hammer
in reply, but he raised his wide sword, using it as a makeshift
shield, so that it just clashed loudly into the metal. The craggy
hand demon wasn’t just brute strength. He had great magical powers
that he had already shown off during the battle at the Cloister. He
wasn’t above using them against Ruby, either. The demon somehow
generated an electrical current that shot through the metal of his
blade, into the war hammer, and finally into the princess’ hands.
The current then launched her weapon out of her hands, colliding
into the wall and falling with a thud to the floor.

The craggy hand demon raised his enormous
sword over his head preparing to bring it down on Ruby. Without her
weapon, the princess briefly thought that she was unarmed, but she
quickly dismissed that notion. She had great and terrible power
festering inside her. She simply had to use it. Lifting her hands
to meet the huge blade falling toward her, Ruby released a wave of
toxins that ate away the metal of the colossal sword before it
could slice her in two. All that was left of it was the hilt, which
the craggy hand demon still held in his hand. He looked at it with
a scowl and tossed it to the side, sliding on the cold stone tile
of the throne room.

Ruby recognized that he was no less dangerous
without the weapon, and that she had to continue the fight. The
princess rushed toward him, wielding nothing but her own dark
energy, while the craggy hand demon began to shape some spell
between his hands. A yellow ball formed there between his two
palms, as they rotated around the energy. When Ruby was close
enough to him to pounce on him and release her poison, he unleashed
this yellow energy on her. The blast exploded out in a long,
straight beam directly into her chest. The princess instinctively
raised her hands, covered in her dark purple sludge. The poison
served as a buffer between herself and the crackling energy he had
launched toward her, but the beam continued to push her back toward
the edge of the room. Her feet slid against the cold tile, while
she tried to fight against the force of the blast with little
success. She gritted her teeth, and her eyes glowed with the red
light of the wights from the undercroft, as her rage grew inside
her.

Her hands began to form their own ball of
energy, hers composed of the dark purple toxins she was so
comfortable with. As the poisons wrapped over each other, forming
layers upon layers, her slide into the wall slowed, and she started
to fight against the yellow beam. Ruby’s rage grew and with it, so
did the ball of venom manifesting between her hands. With every
passing second, her anger grew more and more uncontrollable, and
the poison grew larger. Eventually, the princess stopped entirely,
and she pushed back against the energy of the craggy hand demon.
The purple sludge became its own beam, and tainted the bright
yellow beam, pushing toward him.

The demon, however, had more strength still
inside him, and he refused to let her win this contest of power. He
shook with ferocity, pushing the poison back toward her, as Ruby
began to slide once more toward the wall. Leina, meanwhile, laughed
and clapped enthusiastically from the safety of her throne.

The princess’ rage had overtaken her, and
there was no more logical thought rattling around inside her head
in that moment. Using everything that had happened to her in the
past decade, Ruby exploded once more, channeling all that anguish
and hate toward the craggy hand demon. Both her poison and the
yellow beam suddenly ceased, as the craggy hand demon was knocked
back.

The princess, however, was not concerned with
him. Now, she focused all her anger on her sister, on Leina. She
had wasted more than a decade on the thought that her sister could
be saved, and seeing her now, Ruby knew that Leina wasn’t worth
saving. While the craggy hand demon was momentarily distracted, the
princess rushed toward her sister. Horror washed over Leina’s face,
as she stopped her giddy laughing.

Ruby grabbed her sister by the head and
smashed it into the back of the stone throne. Leina’s eyes went
wide, as her skull crashed into that hard surface. Blood splattered
out onto Ruby’s fingers, and she pulled her sister’s head back
toward her before smashing it into the throne once more. Leina’s
hands tried to claw at Ruby’s wrists, but the poison princess was
far too powerful in that moment. Her rage had overtaken her, and
there was no stopping the terrible wrath she felt. Leina’s skull
was smashed against the back of the stone throne more than a dozen
more times, before Ruby even realized what she had done.

Shivering, the princess removed her bloody
hands from her sister’s crushed skull. To Ruby, the time she spent
staring at her sister’s lifeless body seemed to drag on for ages,
but in reality, it was only seconds. She turned back to find the
craggy hand demon and ascertain his fate, but to her surprise, he
was still alive and kneeling over Scarlett’s body. He smiled
wickedly at her, showing her the bracelets he now wore on his
wrists. He had severed his own connection to Leina to save himself
from death.

“Even if you kill me…” he said. “I win.”

The princess looked back to her sister’s dead
body once more before returning her eyes to the craggy hand demon.
There were no words left for Ruby to speak. Only action would serve
her now. The princess walked over to where he still kneeled, kicked
him onto his back, and straddled over his body. He hardly even
fought her. Ruby plunged her thumbs into his eyes. His smile faded,
as he screamed in pain. Eventually pulling her thumbs out, she put
a knee into his cheek, twisting his head to the side. With all her
strength from the darkness inside her, Ruby grabbed the craggy hand
demon’s ear and wrenched the flesh from his face. More wailing and
mewling. The princess turned his head back toward her and pried his
jaw open, unhinging it with a loud pop.

Ruby reached her fingers into his mouth,
grabbing his slippery tongue. He tried to fight back, attempting to
bite her fingers with his broken jaw, but it was useless. She
pierced the tongue with her fingernails, and placing a knee into
his throat, Ruby yanked back and pulled out a chunk of the pink
muscle. Blood pooled and gurgled in his mouth, as she tossed aside
the tongue.

She wasn’t done. She needed more. Ruby forced
open his mouth, spitting the vile substance inside. She increased
the flow, so that he couldn’t cough it out or swallow it fast
enough. Every once in a while, she would let him turn his head and
get his breath back, only to repeat the act. She had mutated the
poison, so that it would physically hurt him but not contribute to
killing him. Ruby took her time, and she enjoyed it, just as the
black dragon mirror had told her.

The princess eventually stood, allowing the
craggy hand demon to perform some guttural wail as he caught his
breath. He rolled side to side on the floor, his hands pawing at
his broken face, while Ruby picked the hammer back up. She stared
down at him, trying to decide if she was done. Not quite, she told
herself. The princess proceeded to beat everything that was left
out of the mutilated figure on the ground. She crushed his body for
hours with her hammer. Her hands, face, and dress were splattered
in his blood by the end of it.

Finally finished, Ruby dropped the hammer and
tried to catch her breath. She looked over to Scarlett’s body, mere
feet from where she had taken the craggy hand demon’s life. Seeing
the body of her bound demon brought on a lack of control, and the
toxic sludge dripped from her mouth like it had when her journey
had started, beginning to pool and congeal beneath her.

The red glow returned once more to Ruby’s
eyes, as she thought about Scarlett. The mirror had shown her a
future where the horned demon was still alive and by her side. That
future, she decided, was hers for the taking. Ruby approached her
demon, allowing her poison, fueled by the red necromantic power
she’d stolen from the wight king, to drip down on her servant’s
body, into her grievous wounds. The sludge pooled there in those
wounds, and Scarlett’s body began to knit itself back together at
her command. Before long the red faded from Ruby’s eyes, having
been fully transferred into her horned demon.

Scarlett coughed and sputtered, sitting
upright and staring about the room in a state of panicked
confusion. “What… What happened?”

“You died,” Ruby said turning and walking
toward the throne. “I brought you back.”

“Where’s the craggy hand demon?”

Still walking toward the throne, the princess
pointed back to the splattered remains. “Dead.”

“And… your sister?”

Ruby approached the throne and grabbed what
remained of her sister. She tossed the corpse out of the seat, so
that it landed on the stone floor and tumbled down the couple steps
leading up to the throne. “Dead.”

Ruby sat down in her throne, with the poison
still flowing freely from her lips. Her horned demon stood and
walked over to Leina’s body, where she picked up the crown from the
woman’s tangled bloody hair. Scarlett returned to the throne,
placing the crown on the princess’ brow.

“My queen,” the horned demon added, kneeling
in respect.

The poison queen looked out over the throne
room and all that she had wrought. Her eyes lingered on the
bloodied remains of the craggy hand demon and then to her own
sister’s lifeless body. Her decade-long task had succeeded, but the
darkness had taken her sister from her. She forced herself not to
care for the death of Leina, her body still warm on the cold steps
of the throne room. Ruby’s mind was concerned with the kingdom she
now ruled.

That same question returned to the forefront
of her thoughts - Do I do what is right, or do I do what I
want?

For the first time in her life, there was no
longer a debate regarding the answer to that question. Smiling, the
purple poison slopped forth past her curled lips. The age of poison
had begun.
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