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      Darren Heavengrace was robbed of his childhood when paladins from the Order of the Rod killed his father and drove him and his mother fleeing into the Seven Hells. There, he and his mother survived among the shadows and demons.

      Years passed, and just when Darren and his mother thought their times in the dark were finally over, they were betrayed, and she was murdered. Lost and alone, Darren grew up with only the quests his sigil gave him for guidance. Through it, he grew from boy to man, all the while learning to slaughter demons like no mortal ever had before.

      A lifetime of hardship sculpted him into a paladin like no other. His strength and the might of his sword were beyond compare, but he still had much to learn if he was to rejoin his fellow humans on the surface.

      He might have been lost in the strange human realm of the Sacred Seas if not for his newfound companions. On the road, he met Cassandra Silvercross, the daughter of a noble from the Blackwind Empire and a would-be traveling merchant.

      Soon after, he met Morgana Redshore, a woman of morally dubious origins fleeing a hideout of bandits she may or may not have been a part of at one point. After rescuing the both of them from certain death at the hands of a cult of demon worshipers, they joined Darren on his way to Limedeep.

      But there in Limedeep, Darren found one of his mother's killers: Archpaladin Gaimon, and the Order of the Rod. One of their vassal orders, the Order of the Rose, was led by a paladin by the name of Sasha Roseguard, and Darren was able to win over her support and defeat Gaimon and the Order of the Rod.

      From there, his adventures took him north to the Northern Trade Union, and eventually to the heavens themselves where he met the lonely seraph Asuriel, who was cast out from the order of the Protectors and fled into the mortal world to seek her fortune elsewhere.

      With her help, Darren repelled the demonic army of Asmoth'Koteth and saw the face of his true enemy. The man who orchestrated the death of his family, and maybe even the murder of his father, Kalaziel, Prime Saint of Valor.

      Kalaziel killed Asmoth'Koteth and captured most of her soul, but not before Darren grabbed a piece for himself. Then he and Kalaziel fought, and Darren tested his enemy’s strength. The fight cost him his life, but thanks to his ability to keep a spare body on hand, Darren cheated death and tricked Kalaziel into thinking he was dead.

      After faking his death, Darren's adventures took him back into the Seven Hells, where he would grow his power faster than ever before. He completed quest after quest, slaughtering every demon he came across and gleaning secrets from his half of Asmoth'Koteth's soul.

      Eventually, Darren's quests took him into the deepest depths of Hell itself, where he met the Lady of Darkness. Her name was Laura, and they played video games and ate a cherry pie together. There, she told him secrets of the Heavens and Hells that ran deeper than he could possibly have imagined.

      Now, Darren has rejoined his companions on the surface, stronger than ever and powerful enough to fight Kalaziel on even turf at last. But Kalaziel has already left the surface and is nowhere to be seen. Darren doesn't know what he's up to, but one thing is certain. Kalaziel’s plans can't mean anything good for Darren and his allies.
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      One after another, heroes emerged in the Sacred Seas.

      In the Northern Trade Union, a man in a ragged cloak stood along the shore. His sword was a bent and rusty thing plucked from the sand, forgotten during the great battle for Salsroth not too long ago.

      Now, he fought the remaining demons in the area and rescued those who didn't leave for Limedeep. Of all the warriors who'd fought here, he stood alone. And yet he alone was enough to repel all the remaining demons as the people of Salsroth rebuilt.

      Giant, lobster-like demons crawled from the sea in ravenous hordes, claws and pincers snapping at the men and women gathering clam shells. If there was anything else to eat they would not have dared come to these demon-infested waters for food, but there were hungry mouths to feed and few pickings in the forest or the half-destroyed city.

      "Ahhh, demon!" a young woman cried out. She backed away a little too hastily as one of the giant lobsters ambled toward her, and she fell on her rear. Now she was even slower to scurry away, and the demon would soon be on top of her.

      But the man in the ragged cloak arrived first. Sword raised, he cut the demon in two with a single swing. Though he was only a Third-Order paladin, he had the experience of someone of a far greater level, and foes at the Third Order like himself were no challenge to him.

      "Thank you, hero! You've saved me again. I don't know how I'll ever repay you..." The young woman wrung her hands together, blushing furiously.

      "No need," the hero replied. He turned, already looking for other demons to slay. The ragged cloak and the battered sword cut a sharp contrast to the man who wore them. With eyes as vast as the sky, hair like strands of gathered sunbeams, and strength to hold up the world, he cut a figure like no other. All who had been in Salsroth during the demon attack knew his name. He was Darren Heavengrace. The man who fought both the Seven Heavens and the Seven Hells and saved the lives he continued to guard even now.

      His return to them had brought a celebration that lasted days. But he had not been content to sit back and enjoy the people's adoration. He had begun cutting the trees around the city and sewing the fields himself, doing the work of a thousand men all on his own. When the first plants began to grow, he brought hope to the hopeless masses huddled in the ruined city, and turned them away from despair. Many gathered here now saw him as more god than king.

      They placed their entire hope for the future on his shoulders. But little did they know, elsewhere many others thought the same.
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        * * *

      

      On the road between the Blackwind Empire and Limedeep, a carriage raced along.

      "There are bandits! Run!" a woman yelled from her carriage. "If we can make it to Limedeep's borders, their guards will save us!"

      Her carriage driver ushered the pair of horses pulling them ever faster. While Limedeep was now safe, the same couldn't be said of the Blackwind Empire. The demon attacks, the takeover by the Order of the Rod, and the death of the old emperor had sent the Blackwind Empire into a tailspin of self-destruction.

      Roads that were once well-managed were now filled with bandits, and cities had fallen to lawless chaos. Many middling merchants had to close their shops and sell off the last of their goods due to constant robberies, and most packed up their bags to head to the few stable cities in the Empire. But the most ambitious of those merchants were heading to Limedeep, just like this woman and her carriage driver. Many had perished on the road, just like this woman and carriage driver might, if not for someone rushing to their aid.

      A man arrived, covering ten paces with every step. Though he appeared to only be walking, he caught up with the carriage and its pursuers in moments. He was tall, built to massive proportions with golden hair and piercing eyes. Tiny scars lined his body, a tapestry of the many fights he'd been in over the last few weeks.

      He wore a ragged cloak and carried a battered sword that looked like it had been looted off a battlefield. Beneath his cloak, he shared the same handsome face as the other Darren Heavengrace, for this was him as well.

      "Hey, you're not one of our men!" one bandit shouted when he spotted Darren.

      A few bandits turned their heads to look. More turned when Darren split the bandit in half with one swing of his sword.

      "It's a paladin! Charge him as one!" another of the bandits yelled.

      Arrows flew at Darren, and he deflected each with the side of his blade. Three men on horseback bore down on them, but he leaped and twisted, beheading all three in one swing of his sword. Six more followed close behind, but when they saw what he did to those ahead of him           they turned their horses around and fled.

      Darren chased down the slowest two, cutting them down and leaving the rest so terrified they just might leave their life of crime behind.

      "Are you alright?" Darren asked the woman and her carriage driver.

      "Y-you defeated them all so handily?" the merchant woman blushed, heart still beating fast. "Wait, I've heard descriptions of a man with your features. You wouldn't happen to be... Darren. As in the Darren Heavengrace? I thought you were in the capital!"

      "I am, and I am," Darren replied. "The rest of the road should be safe from here. The guards of Limedeep patrol it daily."

      With those words, he turned and left the two to continue their journey to Limedeep while he searched for more demons and bandits to kill.
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        * * *

      

      In the eastern half of the Blackwind Empire, another Darren stood on a citadel wall. For once his proportions seemed normal, as dozens of other paladins stood beside him shoulder to shoulder.

      "Are you certain an attack is coming? I heard the rumors that the paladins of Whiteguard have actually drafted fiends into their ranks, but--" the commander of the citadel of Goldenvale began.

      But Darren spoke before he finished. "I am certain. And those are no rumors."

      The commander harrumphed. "Well, I'm not seeing anything..."

      Darren shook his head. "Don't see. Listen."

      Wind fluttered over the trees lining the valley the citadel guarded. The warriors who protected this place had grown lazy as of their last generation, and the forest had crept closer to the citadel walls accordingly. Through the dense leaves, they wouldn't be able to spot the demons marching for their position until it was too late.

      But marching they were. The Sinful Servants had broken their leash, and now they were cutting a swath of destruction across the countryside. Who knew what damage they wrought in Whiteguard, but now they were headed into the Blackwind Empire. The best place to stop them was here, in the very citadel constructed to guard the heart of the empire.

      "Heavens above, I do hear something!" one paladin on the wall said.

      "Arrows!" Darren shouted just as the first rank of Sinful Servants broke past the forest. A dozen Fourth-Order fiends and hundreds of Third-Order fiends appeared. They had ladders prepared already, scaled exactly to the height of the citadel.

      "Heavens above, where did so many demons come from?" Another paladin panicked. Darren kept his face stiff. He'd already told these warriors exactly where these demons had come from. They'd come from Whiteguard.

      They were all so soft compared to his own forces, most of whom came from another era and had been rescued from years of torture at the hands of the demons there. The holy warriors of the Sacred Seas had been strong, once. They'd been ready to fight demons at a moment's notice, each wanting to be braver and more honorable than the last.

      But these paladins had plied their trades against imps and undead all their lives, never facing greater foes and never truly needing to push themselves to the limit. That would change today.

      "They outnumber us four to one," the commander said. "We have to retreat!"

      "No. Keep their ladders off the walls and we can hold," Darren replied.

      The other warriors looked between Darren and their own commander. One had despair in his eyes, and the other the easy confidence of someone who'd done this many times before. They turned to Darren for leadership.

      The demons washed against the walls, and as they climbed their ladders Darren and his new allies shoved those ladders off. When any demon actually made it up the walls, they found themselves surrounded on all sides by Third-Order warriors who would stop at nothing to cut them down before a real breach opened up.

      When any of the Fourth-Order fiends showed themselves, Darren made sure to deal with them himself. This body of his was only at the Third Order, but he had beaten such long odds before.

      They hacked and slashed as the demons attacked. Each man and woman on the citadel had wide eyes and the focus that only comes when your life depends on it. The battle lasted an hour before the fiends retreated to regroup. That gave the priestesses in the citadel time to heal the wounded paladins and clerics guarding the walls. Meanwhile, a few of the clerics continued to fire arrows into the huddled mass of demons licking their wounds.

      The second attack came that evening just after sunset. The demons had eyes to see in the dark while the humans had to strain their vision. But the builders of this citadel knew this, and they had lined the walls with hundreds of torches. The pitch in them had long since dried out, but Darren had seen this attack coming and had ordered them all replaced with great haste.

      When the demons climbed the wall the second time, they were blinded by the light. The human warriors fought with fury, redoubled now that they saw victory closer at hand than ever. Under Darren's leadership, they could and would persevere.

      By the time morning came, the demons had turned tail and fled.

      "Retreat! Retreat! These humans are too strong!"

      The men on the walls beside Darren cheered, yelling his name and clapping each other on the back for surviving the greatest battle of their lives. But for Darren, it was just another day. He focused a moment, making sure to let his real body know that there were still plenty of fiends on the loose.
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        * * *

      

      While other versions of him fought against demons, completed quests, and secured the Sacred Seas from the forces of evil, Darren's real body sat on a dusty, old chair. The Blackwind Empire's throne was undersized for him, and he was very tempted to snap the arms off the chair so he could sit properly. However, the woman seated in his lap cherished this chair like no other, and it was very important to her that he be seen sitting where he was.

      "We're almost done, Darren. I know greeting wedding guests probably isn't the most interesting thing when you lead the life you do, but it will solidify our hold on the Empire and return peace and stability to these lands," Princess Thalia said, patting Darren's arm.

      "And since we're having two weddings, we need double the guests!" Cassandra said as she tugged on Darren's other arm. She stood behind the throne just to Darren's right.

      When Princess Thalia declared her intent to marry Darren, Cassandra said that she was already first in line. She'd become his fiancée months prior, after all. So before Darren could marry Princess Thalia, he had to marry Cassandra. He supposed it was better to put on the big stuffy suit and get all the prancing like a peacock done with at once. Perhaps he could sneak in his weddings with Morgana, Sasha, and Asuriel all in at once, as well?

      He scrapped the idea when he saw the excited looks on Princess Thalia's and Cassandra's faces. This would be their day, and they deserved to have it just the way they wanted it. He could deal with being a little bored, now that he had his new skill.

      His ability to control multiple bodies had evolved by leaps and bounds when he enhanced it with Limitless Evolution, and now he wasn't just limited to one identical copy of himself. He could create many weaker copies, instead, and those were far easier to control. He could mostly forget about them, and they would pilot themselves. They weren't quite as good as when he was controlling them directly, but they were about as capable as he'd been when he was at the Third Order.

      The memories they sent his way were exciting, and the fact that he could fight and complete quests whenever he wanted was the only thing making all this sitting around bearable.

      He thought having mere Third-Order bodies would prove troublesome, but in truth it had been the greatest thing he could have hoped for. With his current level of power, only the Prime Sins or Laura herself could cause trouble for him. Slaying demons in his current form was simply too easy. Reducing his power down to the Third Order made it a challenge again, especially when he ran into a Fifth-Order demon lord. The fights got his blood pumping like they used to. And the fact that he could complete that many more quests just added to his enjoyment.

      So all in all, he was content to stand around in the capital, feeling like he wasn't accomplishing much of anything. Because with every hour, his other bodies were completing quests left and right while inspiring awe from people everywhere.

      "Just bear with it a little longer, Darren..." Cassandra whispered as she clung to his side. "And remember, after the wedding day comes the wedding night! I can hardly wait!"

      Darren rolled his eyes. Knowing Cassandra, she wouldn't even be able to hold out another ten minutes. Fortunately, the guests were winding down and their duties waving to them as they walked in were coming to a close.

      "Oh fine, I suppose we're done for now..." Princess Thalia said.

      "Yay! Waiting's over! We did our wedding day rehearsal earlier. Now we need to do our wedding night rehearsal..." Cassandra said. "You're coming too, Thalia!"

      Cassandra held up her hands, and Darren scooped her up in his arms. Then he turned to Thalia and scooped her up as well before the princess could say anything further. Unlike standing around waving at people, this was something he could enjoy.
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      “I don’t know why you make me stand there and watch...” Princess Thalia muttered as she dusted off her dress. It was the same one she’d been wearing earlier, unlike Cassandra. The dress Cassandra had been wearing had been torn to shreds and would need to be replaced entirely. Not that she minded.

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t enjoy the sneak peek of what you’ll get on your wedding night!” Cassandra laughed.

      Thalia glared. Cassandra had been moaning a little louder than she thought necessary. Since the two of them were in the room alone with Darren, everyone would look at her like she’d just been screwed senseless. It shouldn’t be possible for one woman to make as much noise as Cassandra had.

      They left the small guest room they’d used with the bed frame snapped in two and the sheets torn to shreds. This had been a rather spontaneous event, but it frequently happened around Darren and his women, so he kept a bathtub full of hot water and a change of clothes for all his women in his Inventory, with multiple changes of clothes for Cassandra in particular.

      After washing up and leaving, Thalia blushed at the stares the palace servants gave her. A stuffy male servant with powdered hair and white gloves looked at her as placidly as he could, given what he’d no doubt been hearing for the last two hours.

      “If you are quite finished, Empress Thalia, several messengers are awaiting your pleasure.”

      “Y-yes. I’ll see them immediately.” Thalia blushed and scurried off.

      Cassandra staggered out a moment later, leaning against Darren’s side for support because her legs weren’t working the way they should.

      The servant cleared his throat. “I have told the other servants to prepare the private garden house. It is isolated, and all the foliage dramatically cuts noise levels. You should find it quite comfortable and outfitted with the sturdiest bed frame the Empire’s carpenters can craft. If it pleases you, sir, you may consider it your personal... ahem... washroom and lounge here in the palace, should you ever need it.”

      “Thank you, we will use it,” Darren replied. He was starting to feel a bit guilty that he and Cassandra had snapped so many beds in two right when the palace had many guests to welcome from across the Empire. Between them and all the repairs the city needed from the recent demon attack, the carpenters and masons were already working overtime.

      “Look at you.” Cassandra nudged Darren’s side. “The big man in the Blackwind Empire. They’re already setting up private garden hideaways for you in the palace. That’s a second palace under your belt! And to think, when we met, you were happy to be homeless and run around in a loincloth.”

      Darren chuckled. “If we hadn’t met, I would still be doing just that.”

      If Darren hadn’t met Cassandra, he wouldn’t have met Callum or Morgana either. He probably still would have made it to Limedeep, but it would have taken him much longer. He probably wouldn’t have gotten there until Gaimon and his forces wiped the place out, and if that happened, he wouldn’t have any fond memories of the city.

      He’d have left it to its miserable fate under Gaimon’s rule and left for other adventures as he built his strength. He would probably still be alone, then, quietly fighting demons and completing quests. He certainly wouldn’t be the man he was today.

      “Well, I’m glad meeting me was good for you, because it was certainly good for me. Even if you make walking painful most days...” Cassandra giggled.

      Darren scooped her up and placed her on his shoulder. “If you didn’t ask for it so often, you could walk on your own.”

      Cassandra pouted playfully. “Well, what would have been the point of becoming a Fourth-Order priestess? Maybe when I reach the Fifth Order, we can have sex as much as we want!”

      Darren chuckled. “Whatever motivates you.”

      Cassandra and Darren continued to chat playfully. Any who overheard them might have thought they’d been married for years instead of awaiting their wedding.

      But eventually, the two of them realized Thalia was getting away, and they rushed to catch up. She was already making her way to a desk in an office, arms overflowing with letters and scrolls. Darren was holding Cassandra on his shoulder with one hand, but he lent the other one to Thalia and scooped up most of what she was carrying.

      Together, they carried her load into the office and heaped the pile of messages upon the desks.

      “Whew. Those are a lot of messages!” Cassandra said. “Don’t tell me you have to respond to all of these?”

      Thalia sighed. “Unfortunately, the answer to that is probably yes.”

      She hopped down off Darren’s shoulder. Darren summoned two chairs from his Inventory, one plush and pink for Cassandra and the other extra large and reinforced for him. They sat on either side of Thalia while she opened the first letter.

      Thalia scanned the contents of the message and sighed. “The guards in Silvercross haven’t been paid in three months, and they’re wondering if our new imperial regime is going to pay them. It’s a vague threat that if we don’t start sending them their pay, they’ll recognize one of my brothers or sisters as the emperor instead. Heavens know they aren’t happy about me pressing my claim because I am the only one of our family in the capital holding the throne.”

      Cassandra scoffed. “Your siblings turned tail and fled the capital when things started going south. They didn’t even speak up for you when the Order of the Rod and High Priest Lothar tried to have you burned alive. If you ask me, they don’t deserve to be your siblings. As for Silvercross... my father is in charge there. He probably used the chaos in the capital as an excuse not to pay the guards and blamed it on political strife. I’ll talk to him for you if you like.”

      Thalia nodded in thanks. “Now, if only I had the coin to pay the guards. Someone stripped the treasury bare. I don’t know if it was the Order of the Rod or someone raiding our coffers in the chaos, but we’re going to have trouble meeting payroll for the palace, let alone guards in other cities.”

      Darren reached into his Inventory and pulled out a chest overflowing with coins. It landed on the floor next to them in a fountain of glittering gold. “There. The coin problem is solved. Next?”

      Thalia’s eyes widened at the chest. She was a princess and had seen this kind of obscene wealth before, but never in the hands of an individual.

      “...Can Limedeep afford to part with so much?” Thalia asked. “I know your city is very rich, but this is a lot of gold to lend to the Blackwind Empire.”

      Darren shook his head. “Not a loan.  A gift.”

      Thalia planted a kiss on Darren’s cheek. “They’ll have to start calling you ‘Darren the Generous’ in the history books.”

      Darren shrugged.

      Thalia opened the next letter and sighed again as she read it. “Apparently, there are bandits on the western road attacking merchants headed for Limedeep. We aren’t used to them being on our side of the border.”

      “Already taken care of,” Darren replied. One of his weaker Third-Order bodies had dealt with those very bandits just an hour prior. “Next.”

      “There’s a group of demons terrorizing villages near the northern coast.”

      Darren paused for a moment, compiled a quest, and then sent it out to all the sigil wielders connected to his sigil in that area. He sensed the moment a few of them accepted it.

      “Consider it done. Next.”

      “The unemployment rates in the city have risen dramatically over the past few years. The demon attacks have destroyed our economy, and all the bandits are making the trade we used to have between cities hard. The average family is nearly running out of coins with which to feed themselves.”

      Darren frowned a moment, then remembered what he’d done in Limedeep to get things running after disaster struck.

      “Recruit for the army. A gold coin for everyone who enlists.”

      “Are you sure?” Thalia asked skeptically. “People are starving here in the capital. You might get more than you bargained for.”

      “Then they will get coin and dinner when they enlist,” Darren replied. He waved his hand, and three more chests overflowing with gold appeared just like the rest. He had plenty of food in his Inventory to go with it. He just hoped the people of the Blackwind Empire liked the taste of giant demonic monsters. “Next.”

      Thalia went through a dozen more problems. Not all of them could be solved with Darren’s limitless supply of money, but he had more than that at his disposal. He was able to solve about two-thirds of Thalia’s problems right away.

      “You know, a lot of this is detail work.” Cassandra waved her hand at the remaining pile of papers. “They aren’t the kind of thing you should be handling yourself. You can’t run off to every small village to see if they really need a new bridge or if the village elder is just trying to trick you out of some coin.”

      Princess Thalia sighed. “I know, but the palace is empty right now. I had to fire most of those Whiteguard left behind because they replaced everyone from the Blackwind Empire with their own people. It’s going to be hard tracking down everyone who used to work for the palace so I can hire them back...”

      “You’ll need more than that,” Cassandra replied. “I remember the state of the palace the last time I was here. I based my merchant company on fixing all the inefficiencies and flaws I saw here in the palace. Believe me, I’ve studied countless organizations and figured out what structures work and which don’t. You can’t just hire a bunch of people and expect them to do all the work. You need to create departments and have flexible subordinates who can hire and organize their own people as needed.”

      “That sounds nice, but will it work for an entire Empire?” Thalia asked skeptically.

      “Thalia, the Silver Sword Merchant Company has an office in Limedeep with more people than this palace, just to track our outgoing inventory! In fact, I bet a few dozen of them would be able to get all of Darren’s investments here distributed throughout the Empire and put this whole place to order!”

      Thalia looked doubtful. “You’re certain they won’t just make more work for me? I’ve found that hiring people often takes even more of my time because I have to train them before they’re useful.”

      Cassandra shook her head. “I’ve hired smart people. They’ll figure out what you need before you do! Why do you think I can be here planning a wedding and not hunched over a desk filing paperwork like you? The Silver Sword Merchant Company runs itself!”

      “Well... if it will cut down on my workload, I would be grateful for any help you can provide.”

      “Do as I say, Princess, and soon you, too, will get to spend every day on your back while your armies of minions take care of the details. You’ll only ever have to do anything if something unexpected crops up.” Cassandra patted Thalia’s shoulder. “I’ll bring three entire teams over. Once they’re finished straightening out the Empire as a warm-up, they can move on to establishing our local Silver Sword Merchant Company branch here in the Empire.”

      Having taken care of everything they could, Cassandra was feeling steady enough for another round.

      “Please don’t break my desk,” Thalia pleaded. “It has been in the imperial family for hundreds of years.”

      Fortunately, Darren had plenty of other pieces of furniture in his Inventory for them to break, so that’s what they used.

      Thalia kept working at her desk while they kept busy. While most of the problems had been solved, she still needed to write her replies. The day ticked by, and before the three knew it, day had turned to night and then back into day. Fortunately for Darren, sleeping was optional for him at this point, and he didn’t need to do it too often.

      Cassandra also had a greatly lessened need for sleep, and even less when she used her healing spell on herself. Thalia was the only one of the three who needed any shut-eye at all. Fortunately, the rhythmic thumping of flesh on flesh as Cassandra moaned and mewled had become so commonplace in Thalia’s life that it had actually become somewhat relaxing, and it droned out the background noise of hammers and chisels as workers repaired the palace.
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        * * *

      

      The following day was filled with more guests to greet, walking around the city so they were seen, and helping Thalia with another wave of paperwork and national expenses. Darren lent Cassandra the airship so she could make a quick round trip to pick up her people in Limedeep, as well as to spread the word about the kind of workers the Blackwind capital needed, and to offer to bring over those that were looking for work.

      Darren remembered there were quite a few tradesmen there who’d advanced their craft by becoming sigil wielders and could now each do the work of ten men. Now that Limedeep was completely repaired after Gaimon’s attack, many of those same tradesmen were looking for work. Bringing them to the Blackwind capital would be a perfect solution for everyone.

      With those problems dealt with, and Cassandra taking care of much of what was troubling Thalia, Darren found the following day rather free, at least until Morgana, Asuriel, and Sasha found him. The three of them weren’t really the type to hang out in ballrooms and greet guests; nor did they feel entirely at home playing imperial politics. Rather than become pawns in a game they didn’t understand, the three of them had decided to keep training and make themselves available as reinforcements, should any of Darren’s teams of warriors need help.

      “That’s it! Flap those wings!” Asuriel said as Morgana tried to fly on her archcleric wings for the first time. Her feet briefly left the ground before she tumbled head over heels and plowed face-first into the dirt.

      “Ow...” Morgana groaned as she rolled to her knees and wiped the dirt off her cheeks.

      Darren waved his hand over her and pulled all the dirt into his Inventory before tossing it back to the ground as a blob.

      “You’re alright. Try again,” Darren said.

      “I think I’d rather just stick to riding on your back from now on...” Morgana groaned.

      “Being able to fly will make you a stronger fighter,” Darren replied.

      Morgana pouted as Darren hauled her to her feet. He then swept her off those feet, picked her up, and threw her bodily into the air.

      “Ahhh!” Morgana cried as her hands flailed wildly.

      “Use your wings!” Asuriel yelled. “Just hold them out to catch your fall!”

      Morgana’s wings flailed wildly. Darren took to the air and caught her moments before she flopped face-first in the dirt a second time.

      “Excellent training.” Sasha nodded sagely. “Like a mother bird pushing a chick from the nest, a person should learn to fly by fearing to fall. Keep up the good work, Darren.”

      “Oh, no you don’t!” Asuriel said. “You need flight practice too, Sasha!”

      Darren picked Sasha up and threw her.

      “Ahhhhh!” Sasha yelled as she also struggled to keep herself in the air. She wasn’t quite as new to her wings as Morgana, so she could catch the wind with them and slow her fall, but she was having trouble doing any actual flying. But by the end of the day, Asuriel declared they wouldn’t be a complete embarrassment if they were flying around in the heavens, so long as they didn’t try any acrobatic maneuvers.

      Despite their powerful Fourth-Order bodies, Sasha and Morgana were exhausted and needed a break to eat and relax. They hid their wings long enough to find a snack vendor in the city.

      “Forgive my rudeness, but are you Darren? Darren Heavengrace? The one they say rode in with a glorious army of the heavens to purge the demons from the palace halls      and conqueror the Blackwind Empire to free it from the clutches of evil?” the stand owner asked as he accepted Darren’s coin.

      “I am Darren,” Darren replied. “As for the rest, that is up to you.”

      “It is an honor to meet you, good sir! I would tell you lunch is on the house, but... well... food doesn’t come cheap these days! Sad to see the good times are gone...”

      Darren rested a hand on the man’s shoulder. “They will come again.”

      After that, extracting themselves from the growing crowd proved troublesome, but Darren figured this was the perfect time for Morgana and Sasha to put their newfound skills to the test. Crowds like this were liable to follow them around, but they wouldn’t have to worry if they were able to fly.

      “Come on, everyone. Let’s return to training,” Darren said as he revealed his brilliant silver wings and took to the sky.

      Asuriel followed quickly, soaring through the sky as nimble as a dragonfly. And like a dragonfly, Darren saw she now had two sets of wings instead of one. Like him, she normally stuck with just the one pair, but since reaching the Fifth Order, he’d seen her occasionally sporting two. One set of wings came from her shoulder blades and the other from the small of her back. She fluttered through the air with both of them, graceful and nimble, flying circles around even Darren.

      In contrast, watching Sasha fly was a far less graceful experience. She took to the air less like a dragonfly and more like a drunken bull with wings. Her body was stiff, and her armor weighed her down. She flapped until her face grew red, rising up mere feet with every agonizing flap, while Darren and Asuriel circled overhead and waited for her to catch up.

      The pressure must have gotten to Morgana, because she didn’t reveal her wings. Instead, she used her phasing ability to slip right through the nearby building and come out the other side. She pulled out her wings and flew to catch up with everyone else when she was clear of the crowd.

      “Say, Darren?” Asuriel asked. “Care for another race?”

      “First to the Northern Trade Union. Sasha, Morgana, you can catch your breath again until we return,” Darren replied.

      “Ready, set, go!” Asuriel grinned and then raced off, leaving Darren to follow in her wake.
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      The last time Darren and Asuriel raced, Darren had been the faster of the two. Asuriel pulled out a win by hanging on to Darren’s leg the entire time and pulling ahead at the last moment.

      Now, the tables had turned, and Darren struggled to keep up with her despite his incredible speed. Darren was tempted to drop to the sea surface and use his movement skill to catch up to her, but he wasn’t falling too far behind. This was a good opportunity to push himself.

      So Darren focused on his back, pushing for a second set of wings. He’d felt them there before and even let them emerge, but he hadn’t truly used them until now.

      A second set of silver wings appeared on his back, but the moment they did so, he started losing ground. He didn’t know how to use the second set of wings. As Sasha and Morgana could attest to, having an extra set of limbs was disconcerting and difficult.

      Asuriel spotted his troubles and turned. She slowed down, now flying backward with her hands behind her head as she feigned relaxation.

      “Having a little trouble with your second set of wings?” Asuriel asked. “Maybe if you ask me nicely, I’ll give you some tips!”

      Darren concentrated on his second set of wings, trying to figure out how Asuriel was using hers. She’d had hers for even less time than he’d had access to his. Still, she had the experience of having seen Fifth-Order seraphim with a second set of wings flapping around and had a decent idea of how to fly with them properly.

      And fly with them, she did. Darren couldn’t argue that she was far nimbler in the air than before. She could twist and turn while flying as easily as she could on the ground. She could control her orientation speed to such a degree that she was even flying backward.

      Darren spotted the combat potential of such abilities, for he knew that while sticking to the ground was fine for killing mostly flightless demons, battling in the heavens involved a lot of flight.

      Bit by bit, Darren focused until he found the right pattern. Beating both sets of wings at once was easiest, but it wasn’t entirely efficient. What he needed was more of a ripple running through them.

      But at the same time, he had to remember that he wasn’t a bird. He was a being of magic and power. He flew on currents of Divine Aura, not air. The wings were the tool he used to push against it. He could fly without flapping his wings at all, though moving them certainly helped circulate power in the right direction.

      Once he mastered the motions, his speed doubled. Asuriel had to stop taunting him and start flying seriously again. They soared over the city of Salsroth again, and Darren spotted one of his Third-Order bodies waving to them on the beach. They circled the city and touched down on a mountain peak to the north.

      “I made it here first! I win! What’s my prize?” Asuriel asked.

      “Yes, congratulations. As for a prize...” Darren stroked his chin.

      “I know!” Asuriel grinned lewdly. “You can carry me back!”

      “Carry you?” Darren frowned.

      “Remember that harness I made to heal you?” Asuriel poked Darren’s stomach.

      “Ah. I see.”

      Darren flew the rest of the way back with a puffy cloak around him, covering both him and Asuriel, wriggling beneath his clothes. She’d tied herself to his chest, bouncing along on his shaft with every flap of his wings. From the sounds she made, it was a very entertaining flight for Asuriel.

      Darren was having a lot more trouble staying in the air. He was constantly distracted with the feeling of her wet, tight warmth around his shaft. Her flexibility in such a tight and confined space was a skill all its own. He had to consider this combat training. If he could fly through this, he could fly through heavy wounds and even the most chaotic of battles.

      Asuriel was a drooling, quivering mess by the time they finally touched down in the Blackwind Empire’s capital again. Sasha was showing Morgana a few of the tips she’d picked up, and Morgana was noticeably better than she had been earlier.

      “Ha! I can’t wait until Cassandra comes out here!” Morgana cackled. “I’m going to pay her back for making me be her private maid!”

      They took a trip to the garden the palace servants had given to Darren for his private use. The structure seemed small at first, but it turned out to be built on top of a natural hot spring, which was part of the reason it had been placed in the middle of the garden. The palace used this to grow tropical fruits.

      But right now, the fruits were still growing, so it would be a long time before anyone came through here to disturb this isolated garden. This meant that Darren and his companions had the run of the entire place.

      “Ooh, the water is nice and warm,” Morgana said. “I think that spot over there is the coldest. You should toss Asuriel in there. I think a good, cold bath will wake her up.”

      Darren did as Morgana suggested, and soon Asuriel was coughing and spluttering as she swam over to her companions. Morgana and Sasha undressed and joined her, and Darren soon followed them.

      The bath that followed took a great deal longer than it should have. Much like with Cassandra, they needed to bathe several times because they kept getting dirty the entire time. In the end, Darren realized they’d never finish washing up so long as he was there too, so he got up and retired to the upper floor of the garden cabin.

      The entire upper floor of the cabin was one big bedroom. The bed looked like it had been built very recently, and each post and beam had been reinforced with steel bars. The same went for the pillars holding up the second floor. Someone had gone through a great deal of effort to make sure this bedroom was as close to unbreakable as it could get.

      Darren sat down on the bed and opened his Inventory. There was one last companion he wanted to speak with.

      “Ashe, come on out,” Darren said as he withdrew Melancholy.

      His sword fell into his lap, a length of steel as large as he was. Its evolution to the legendary rank had made it into one of the most powerful magical artifacts in the Sacred Seas. Patterns ran down the steel, and the metal was grained like the finest wood.

      It stood two yards long and more, and it weighed more than a horse. Its handle was wrapped in the skin of a heavenly water dragon, and the gem in the pommel shone with light that ran up and down the patterns in the blade. The energy they emitted would slay minor demons by its mere presence.

      It was like no other blade, and it had been with Darren ever since the days of his youth trapped down in Hell, though then it had been nothing more than a knife.

      Darren waved the blade through the air, and the air was filled with a single bright note as the steel rang. It was as light as a feather to his hands, but no mortal could wield this blade.

      However, he wasn’t interested in the sword at the moment. He wanted to talk to the being within the blade.

      “Come on out, Ashe. Nobody else is here, so you don’t need to be shy,” Darren said.

      The light running up and down the length of the blade shone brighter, and soon a figure took shape in the room. She formed seated on the floor before Darren, and he knelt to meet her at eye level.

      “Hi, Darren.” Ashe wrung her hands together. “I... I see you are much more intimate with your companions than I expected.”

      “Yes. Is that a problem for you?” Darren asked. He knew Ashe had been the Prime Saint of Purity before becoming the Prime Sin of Corruption. Now that she was back to her old self, she might dislike the idea of maidens throwing away their purity. Which was something all of Darren’s women had done many times, often while Ashe could hear.

      “No... it’s... fine...” Ashe squirmed where she sat.

      “I just wanted to check on you,” Darren replied. “I wanted to make sure you are alright.”

      “T-thank you. I’m fine. You can leave Melancholy out of your Inventory.”

      “Will you introduce yourself?” Darren tilted Ashe’s chin up, so her eyes met his.

      “I will! Eventually...” she promised.

      And then, before Darren could ask her any more questions, she vanished in a puff of light and returned to Melancholy. Until Darren retrieved her heart from Kalaziel and built a new body for her, his sword was the only thing he had that could house her soul.

      Darren left Melancholy propped up against the wall. He stood with plans to return downstairs and check on Sasha, Morgana, and Asuriel, but he nearly slipped on the floorboards. How peculiar. They were incredibly wet and slippery. Perhaps steam rose from the hot springs below and soaked into the wood on the upper floor.

      Fortunately, the wetness was confined to a small patch at the foot of his bed, so Darren stepped around it and headed downstairs. Asuriel, Morgana, and Sasha beckoned him to return. After a brief splash and a little fun, he got out again to check in with Cassandra and Thalia. He’d seen his airship return when he looked out the window after speaking with Ashe, so he knew Cassandra must have returned from her round trip to Limedeep.
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      Sure enough, the palace was in chaos when Darren returned, and Cassandra was at the heart of all of it.

      “Alright, incoming transactions department, you guys get this office! And human resources, over here. I want accounting here and sales right next door over here!” Cassandra said, with a small army following behind her. They were rearranging half the palace as Cassandra and Thalia walked through its halls.

      “You could use the old offices for this sort of thing, you know,” Thalia said. “They’re already set up.”

      “I appreciate it, Princess Thalia. And maybe we’ll move into those rooms in a bit. But for now, I want everyone working in the groups they’re used to. The imperial bureaucracy is broken up differently from the Silver Sword Merchant Company,” Cassandra replied.

      Darren joined the two of them just as they were finishing. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much he could contribute other than lifting heavy furniture out of the way, but Cassandra and Thalia both appreciated his presence, as did all her workers.

      “Heavens above, we finally get to meet the boss!” one worker said. “You know, I signed up for this job because of you, your majesty!”

      “Aye! I doubt you remember me, but you saved me in Salsroth,” another worker replied.

      There were a few echoes of agreement from the crowd, and even more when Darren revealed that he remembered the man and a few of his comrades. Darren didn’t think it was as impressive a trick as it seemed. Reaching the Fifth Order improved most aspects of the human body, including memory.

      Eventually, Cassandra and Thalia finished up, and Thalia smiled in his direction. “Thank you for your help, Darren! You know, you have perfect timing. We have the last wave of wedding guests to greet before the actual ceremony later this week.”

      Darren regretted not staying in the hot spring longer with Sasha, Morgana, and Asuriel.
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      Most of the guests Darren and Thalia greeted were minor political figures. Mostly, that meant the wealthy and influential in cities around the Empire. Most of them weren’t even the heads of their family, but some lesser members they’d sent to brave the dangerous roads and represent their interests before the princess and this foreign king who had claimed the throne in the capital.

      Many were skeptical of Darren and his intentions, since most of the wealthy and powerful people of the Blackwind Empire had known one another since their youth. He was an outsider, though not quite as much of one as he would have been had he been entirely unknown. Tales of Darren’s deeds had spread quickly, and few had the first-hand experience to separate truth from rumor.

      “Is it true you fought in Salsroth?” an imperial nobleman asked Darren.

      “He did more than fight! I heard he overthrew the old king and claimed the place for himself!” another replied.

      “I was there, yes,” Darren said.

      “I don’t believe you fought a Fifth-Order demon lord. No mortal man could fight a demon like that!” the first imperial nobleman said. “All one can do when faced with a demon lord of that caliber is pray to the heavens to send a seraph to protect you!”

      “I have fought demon lords. Killed them, too,” Darren replied.

      “Ha! And you expect us to just believe you?” The nobleman sneered.

      Darren pulled the corpses of a dozen dead demon lords out of his Inventory. The nobleman, red-faced with embarrassment, excused himself shortly after that. Meanwhile, the questions the others had for Darren redoubled.

      “I’m sure his family will send a replacement to attend the weddings,” Thalia said as the nobleman got in his carriage and rode away in a huff.

      After revealing proof of his kills, Darren was swarmed by an even larger mob than before. They peppered him with questions, asking how it felt to slay such mighty foes and why he risked his life to slay them.

      Darren had a hard time answering those questions because he truthfully hadn’t thought the fights were all that remarkable. He probably would have forgotten them if his memory wasn’t superhumanly good. To him, he showed up, killed the demon lords, and then left as quickly as he’d come.

      A few of them had been holding human sigil wielders captive, which was the story Darren repeated for most of the gathered crowd. Tales of daring rescues in the face of overwhelming odds went over well.

      “I see my husband-to-be has quite a few new fans.” Cassandra smiled at the crowd of men and women as she tugged Darren aside. “But if you don’t mind, I need to borrow him for a bit.”

      She pulled Darren out of the crowd and into the back corner before giving Darren a warm hug.

      “Thank you,” Darren said.

      “You looked like you needed a break from all that,” Cassandra replied. “I just need you to greet one more person; then, we’ll make our escape.”

      “Who?”

      Cassandra grimaced. “My father.”

      If Cassandra had gotten along well with her family, Darren wouldn’t have found her alone, making a trip to Limedeep with the last of her coin in the hopes that she could sell her goods and establish a small merchant company.

      He’d spent a little time at Cassandra’s family estate, and that had ended with Darren getting imprisoned by Cassandra’s brother. Darren eventually killed him for that, likely putting a strain on Cassandra’s relationship with her family.

      But it wasn’t like Cassandra was begging to get back in her family’s good graces. If anything, her father should be eager to make amends with his wayward daughter, considering how much power and influence she now wielded over the Empire he lived in.

      Cassandra’s fingers wrapped tight around Darren’s hand as she led him to a far-off corner of the room where a dour-looking man awaited them.

      He wore all black and had an expression that looked sharp enough to cut. He no doubt cut a striking figure. He also shared Cassandra’s pinkish-red hair. It should have been impossible to make such colors look menacing, yet, somehow, this man managed it.

      “So...” Cassandra’s father began. “You’re the man who killed my son, Edmund...”

      He held out his hand, and Darren shook it. Cassandra’s father was a paladin, much like Darren. The two were built to a similar scale, though Darren was a bit taller.

      Darren felt Cassandra’s father’s grip around his hand. He must have had some strength skill because it felt like his fingers were caught in a vise.

      But Darren could crumple a vise into scrap metal without breaking a sweat, so all of Cassandra’s father’s efforts amounted to nothing. He was only a Third-Order warrior, and despite Cassandra’s nervousness, she could probably take him in a straight fight      considering she was an archpriestess. But somehow, Darren didn’t think that was why Cassandra was nervous.

      “Yes, I killed him,” Darren replied.

      Cassandra’s father winced as Darren returned his sturdy handshake. The two locked eyes, each staring into one another and taking each other’s measure.

      Eventually, Cassandra’s father pulled his hand back. “Well, I am glad to hear that my daughter is proving satisfactory to you, if palace rumors are anything to go by. I do wish you’d married her first, but you’ll rectify that soon enough. I may have lost one mediocre son, but soon I will gain an exceptionally capable one.”

      Cassandra looked confused, brows furrowed and heat in her cheeks. She looked ready for an argument, but was holding her tongue as long as she could.

      “Well then, I’m sure you have many other guests to greet. I won’t hold you up any longer.” Cassandra’s father waved to the two of them. “Cass, dear, I hope you stop by the house sometime. Just because you’re soon to be a married woman doesn’t mean you’re not a Silvercross.”

      And just like that, Cassandra’s father departed. Cassandra looked up at Darren with her face still full of confusion.

      “You know, I thought that would go much worse. I was certain he was going to try to intimidate you,” Cassandra said.

      “He did.”

      “Huh?”

      “When we were looking at each other,” Darren explained.

      “When you were... looking at each other?” Cassandra frowned, then shrugged. “It must be a man thing. I’m just glad it worked out well. Now, let’s head back to that private garden cabin to celebrate! Thalia told me it has its own hot spring!”
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      Cassandra was excited to try out the hot spring beneath Darren’s new cabin. She was so excited that, for once, she kept her dress on all the way there.

      Darren half expected to see Sasha, Asuriel, and Morgana still in it from when he’d left them earlier that day, but at some point, they must have got out before they forgot how to walk on dry land after most of a day of soaking.

      Cassandra tore her clothes off and tossed them aside before stepping in, and Darren followed her.

      “Are we here to bathe?” Darren asked, but he should have known better. Cassandra threw herself at him a moment later, jumping into his arms and wrapping her hands around his back as she kissed him. Her breasts pressed against his chest as he hugged her tightly.

      After a few moments, she finally broke the kiss. “We’ll get to the bath... eventually.”

      Eventually ended up being a long time away. They kept busy for hours, and they would have kept busy for a few hours more if Darren hadn’t detected someone watching them. He realized who it was, and any tension he might have felt evaporated.

      But the same wasn’t true of Cassandra. Her senses weren’t as keen as Darren’s, but eventually, their voyeur got a little too bold and got close enough for Cassandra to hear.

      “Who’s there?” Cassandra yelled, a frown on her face and hands over her naked breasts. “Show yourself!”

      There was some rustling amid the garden leaves as their voyeur tried to hide herself a little better, but now that Ashe had shown herself, Darren figured this was a good time to finally get her to introduce herself to at least one of his women.

      Ashe stepped forward, hands covering her naked breasts just like Cassandra was. She seemed embarrassed about showing her body, though Darren had seen it already. Perhaps she was embarrassed about showing it to Cassandra, but in that case, why was she wandering the garden naked?

      “Ashe, did you want to join us?” Darren asked.

      Cassandra’s head whipped around to Darren.

      “Darren! Did you seduce another slut without telling me?” She poked Darren’s chest with her finger.

      “It’s complicated.” Darren shrugged. He glanced at Ashe to see if she would explain. When she didn’t speak, Darren realized he would have to tell the story himself. “She is Asmoth’Koteth. I stole half of her from Kalaziel, put her in my sword, then went to Hell. She died, but the Lady of Darkness helped me fix her. I used my powers to turn her back into a seraph. Now she lives in Melancholy and has been watching us for the last several weeks.”

      Cassandra spluttered. “Weeks?”

      “Yep.” Darren nodded.

      Cassandra blinked and turned to look at Ashe. Then she looked down at herself again and blushed furiously. “Explain!”

      “I...” Ashe began, thighs rubbing together as she tried to figure out what to say. She took one step back, but Cassandra waved her hand and activated her Gossamer Strands ability, trapping Ashe in a net before she could run away.

      “Got you!” Cassandra said as she jumped out of the pool and pounced. “Now, you’re going to tell me the real story! Not Darren’s half-hearted, abridged version.”

      Darren thought his stories were just fine. People liked his quick, emotionless explanations that skimmed over the details.

      But Cassandra had other ideas. She dragged Ashe into the hot spring, embarrassment gone.

      “No! I’m the Prime Saint of Purity!” Ashe protested, finally finding her voice.

      “You should have thought about that before paddling the pink canoe in the bushes while Darren and I were having fun!” Cassandra said.

      Darren looked around for this pink canoe. He was certain he would have noticed something like that.

      Eventually, Cassandra got Ashe talking. She had her retell her entire story, from the battle in Salsroth to where they were now, which took considerably more time than Darren’s version of telling the tale. But it succeeded in getting Ashe talking, which was a lot more than Darren had done lately.

      Originally, he’d wanted to wait for Ashe to say hello of her own volition, but maybe he should have told Cassandra about her anyway.

      The pair of women chatted, and Darren had heard it all before. He was wondering if he should spend the time sorting his Inventory when Cassandra bent over a large rock in the middle of the spring with her ass in the air inches away from his face. That was when he realized he had all he needed to keep himself entertained right there.

      “So, you really should have told us what was going on the moment you appeared,” Cassandra said as Darren’s hands caressed her hips and thighs. “Darren, me, Morgana, Sasha, and now Asuriel... all of us are a family, and we need to trust one another. If you want to be a genuine part of that, you have to...” Her voice skipped a moment as Darren inserted himself into her soaking wet cunt. “...Be genuine with us and upfront with what you want and how you can add to what we have.”

      “A-are you... okay?” Ashe looked on in a combination of fear, arousal, and fascination as Darren’s incredible size nearly split Cassandra in two. It didn’t look like it should be even possible for her to take a man of Darren’s size, and yet he slid into her without the slightest sign of discomfort.

      “Yes, dear, I’m fine. But we are talking about you. Don’t worry about me,” Cassandra said as Darren began thrusting into her. “I’m going to tell you what I want from you, and you’re going to do your best to meet my demands, understand?”

      “I’m the Prime Saint of Purity...” Ashe muttered, eyes unable to meet Cassandra’s piercing gaze considering the distraction going on just behind her.

      Cassandra shook her head, reached out, and cupped Ashe’s chin. “None of that now. Prime Saint of Purity you may have been, but that doesn’t mean you have any greater claim on Darren or any greater standing in the family than the rest of us.”

      She sent a look that cowed Ashe into submission, and Ashe hung her head as though she was rooted in place by Cassandra’s Gossamer Strands ability even now, though the effects of that ability had long since faded back into Divine Aura.

      How Cassandra looked so domineering toward Ashe while Darren was taking her from behind was a secret he would probably never know. And frankly, he didn’t really care, since all this trouble of keeping all his lovers happy and coordinated would never be a problem he’d have to deal with. That was something Cassandra always took care of for him, and he was happy to delegate it to her.

      Ashe waited patiently for Darren and Cassandra to finish up, kneeling quietly in the pool's corner all the while. Cassandra spoke with her a bit more, but once her composure had slipped, she turned all her attention to Darren.

      Darren’s thrusts became more frantic as he reached climax, and soon he was filling her womb with sticky, wet seed. Cassandra had reached her own climax multiple times, and all the pair of them wanted now was to relax in each other’s arms.

      “You know, I haven’t had to drink that special tea Morgana, Sasha, and I had been buying in bulk to prevent pregnancies,” Cassandra whispered in Darren’s ear.

      “Oh?”

      “It turns out, when you reach the Fourth Order, you can simply decide whether you want to become pregnant. Which is a splendid thing because the tea was losing its effectiveness. I doubt it would work on us anymore.” She ran the tip of her finger along Darren’s chest, tracing the sculpted hills and valleys of his muscles.

      “That is good.”

      “Mhm, yes. Though I’ve been thinking... we are getting married soon. So maybe it’s time to change my mind about certain things. And for those of us having children, I want mine to be first.” Cassandra glanced shyly up at Darren.

      He kissed her forehead. “You would make a wonderful mother.”

      Cassandra preened under Darren’s praise, and they basked in one another’s company for a bit.

      Eventually, Cassandra took notice of Ashe once again. She’d been watching them quietly from two yards away, hearing everything they said and seeing everything they did.

      “You may go,” Cassandra said to Ashe without turning her head away from Darren’s chest. She rested her head against the sturdy muscles of his chest.

      Ashe stood from the pool and walked up the stairs, presumably to return to Melancholy.

      “But come out again when I call for you!” Cassandra added as she departed. Ashe paused and nodded before leaving, face still covered in a scarlet hue.

      “Is she alright?” Darren asked.

      Cassandra shrugged. “She came here to watch us, didn’t she? I let her have a far better show than what she’d have gotten sitting in the bushes spying on us from afar. And they were all words she needed to hear if we’re to make her work with us.”

      “You’re such a smart girl,” Darren said as he bounced Cassandra on his lap.

      “You should have told me about Ashe sooner,” Cassandra replied, preening once again from his praise. “I would have had much more time to prepare.”

      Darren shrugged.

      “Oh well. We can still have a bit of fun with this. She clearly likes you. The question is, do you like her?” Cassandra asked.

      “She was once a Prime Saint,” Darren replied. “She was on the same level as Kalaziel. That would make her a promising ally, if she regained even a fraction of her old power.”

      Cassandra shook her head. “Yes dear, I’m sure she’ll be happy to help you crush your enemies. The real question is, do you want her?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Pretend I’m her for a moment,” Cassandra said as she wriggled a little in his lap. Her voice became an imitation of Ashe’s. “I’m the naughty little Prime Saint of Purity, who as it turns out, isn’t so pure after all. As a demon, I liked to sacrifice virgin maidens on a giant golden altar by tying them naked to a giant golden double-ended cock-shaped altar while my cultists perform a ritual that’s more than a bit on the kinky side.”

      Darren chuckled. “Still mad about that?”

      “And as a demon, I led an army through the mortal world, raiding and pillaging and probably masturbating whenever I could! So many innocent people were hurt because of my sexual frustration when all I really wanted was a big cock. Specifically, the big cock of Darren Heavengrace.” Cassandra reached down for Darren’s shaft, which she drew from between her legs as she sat on his lap.

      He was already half hard again, and when Cassandra cast her healing spell on him, he was fully aroused.

      Cassandra smiled as she ran her hands up and down his length. “So I’ll take that as a yes. My dear husband wants to bend a certain little seraph over and claim her for himself.”

      “She seems nice. Fights well, too,” Darren said.

      “Alright then, it’s settled. Still, she was a demon at one point, and I’m not the only woman she needs to smooth things over with.” Cassandra tapped her chin. “Say, do you still have that altar thing from when Morgana and I were captured?”

      “And many more like it,” Darren replied. He’d found extra while looting the Seven Hells during his recent quests.

      “Perfect. I will talk to Morgana about it and then to everyone else. But, for now, this is the last night I’m going to fuck you as an unmarried woman. Once we’re wed, it will lose the dirty and wrong feeling I know I’m supposed to have when making love before marriage. I want to savor it to see how it compares to after we’re wed.”
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      Cassandra monopolized nearly all of Darren’s time as the girl to be wed. Normally Darren would be averse to such an arrangement and would want to have a few moments with his other women, but of all his women, only Cassandra could enhance the rate at which he cast his Limitless Evolution skill.

      He'd done a bit of work with that lately, but he had a lot more to do soon. He'd need to make a new sword as a backup for Melancholy, since his trusty weapon was now serving as Ashe's body. She might want to use it to hover in the air and fight independently for a bit.

      Unfortunately, Darren's spare swords in his Inventory were no longer up to the task of slaying the kinds of foes he needed to kill. Most of them were just rare or epic-ranked items, and the last time he used something like that on Archdemon Dagon in his giant dragon form, the sword had broken in his hand.

      If he wanted a weapon he could actually use, he would have to make it himself, so that's what he settled in to do. He had a wide array of ingredients in his Inventory, so he decided he'd just pick an ordinary sword and keep upgrading it until he no longer had the requisite materials.

      

      Limitless Evolution: Item Enhancement

      Upgrade Rusty Sword (Common) to Demon Bane Sword (Uncommon)?

      Upgrading...

      Upgrade Demon Bane Sword (Uncommon) to Demon-Annihilating Sword (Rare)?

      Upgrading...

      Upgrade Demon Annihilating Sword (Rare) to Anti-Hell Annihilation Sword (Epic)?

      Upgrading...

      Upgrade Anti-Hell Annihilation Sword (Epic) to Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation (Mythic)?

      

      Darren was hopeful he'd be able to push the sword all the way to legendary like Melancholy, but mythic was as far as Limitless Evolution would take him for now. To take it to legendary, he'd have to use the sword and accomplish a few more feats with it, as well as acquire a few ingredients he didn't have the slightest idea how to obtain. Hopefully he'd run into them on his future travels.

      After all, if one legendary sword was great, wouldn't having two of them be even better? He'd have one for either hand!

      After making the Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation, Darren focused on his skill books. Thanks to Laura's help, he'd pushed quite a few of his existing skills to the legendary rank, freeing up the skill slots for new skills, since legendary skills didn't count towards his skill slot cap.

      That meant he had room for a lot of new abilities, and he had plenty of skill books with which to fill them with. Only most of those skill books were at the rare rank at best, and Darren didn't want to even consider skills below epic, since he wanted abilities that could reach legendary quickly. Also, getting a feel for how the skill books evolved when upgraded made him a bit more confident that what he was picking up would continue to be useful to him even after he upgraded it.

      So, he spent the rest of his time upgrading his collection of skill books. Cassandra had to stay in intimate contact with him all the while he was performing his Limitless Evolution upgrades, but fortunately she found ways to amuse herself when he was busy fiddling with sigil menus.

      "Impale me on that thick cock, Darren!" Cassandra moaned as she straddled his waist and wriggled her ass against his groin. They'd been going at it during every free moment for days on end. Darren had been able to cast Limitless Evolution without ceasing all the while.

      But all good things had to come to an end, and it was a little unfair that Cassandra got all of Darren's attention. Even Thalia, Darren’s other bride, barely got to see him in the days leading up to their wedding. Sasha, Asuriel, and Morgana had to lead an intervention just so Thalia could get Darren for lunch and tea.

      The brief break at least bought Cassandra some time to speak with Ashe. Cassandra was the only one Ashe really spoke to, though Darren was pretty sure that was just because Cassandra was the only one who could get her out of the sword. Despite being a former Prime Saint, and Cassandra being a mere Fourth-Order Archpriestess, Cassandra had firmly established herself as the woman in the superior position. Darren checked in on them through Cassandra’s sigil, looking through her eyes while he was waiting for Thalia.

      “Now, pay careful attention,” Cassandra instructed. “I will teach you how to treat Darren right. I won this secret knowledge through many hours of hard work fucking, so you’re really taking advantage of my generosity here as your teacher. A cute, fresh-faced girl like you cannot impress him without my help.”

      “Yes, Cassandra! I’m taking notes,” Ashe replied as she scribbled furiously on a piece of paper while Cassandra held her hands up as though she were holding a thick rod, asking questions now and again.

      Apparently, Cassandra was playing at being Ashe’s teacher. Before, Darren had been certain their relationship would have gone the other way around. There was a lot Ashe had to teach his other women about controlling Divine Aura. Sasha’s formal training only went up to controlling Divine Aura up to the Third Order, and Cassandra had only been trained up to holy adept. Morgana was entirely self-taught from the beginning. Having a skilled teacher with centuries of wisdom would help them all

      But instead, Cassandra had taken the educator role and was now teaching Ashe about how to have sex. Whatever made them happy, Darren supposed. He was glad that they were finding peace. Since coming here to the capital of the Blackwind Empire and emerging from his training in the Seven Hells, life had been rather calm. His forces had taken control of the Blackwind Empire, quietly arresting Thalia’s wayward siblings and keeping them in Limedeep where they couldn’t cause any more troublesome rebellions.

      A few had amassed small armies, terrorizing the local lands. They acted enough like bandits that Darren had no problem putting out a few quests to have their bands of outlaws broken up and destroyed.

      They were Thalia’s siblings, though, so Darren let them live, especially the ones who’d only been in hiding instead of out to cause trouble. They could leave the Blackwind Empire’s capital once Thalia was secure on the throne. And that day looked like it would come very soon. Fast and mobile sigil wielders quickly restored law and order throughout the entire Empire. They hadn’t had time to visit every little town and village yet, but all the major cities knew Thalia was ruling in her father’s stead in the Blackwind Empire’s capital.

      Now that local garrisons were being paid and equipped again, the Blackwind Empire was well on the road to recovery. Between it, Limedeep, and his deepening relationship with the cities of the Northern Trade Union, Darren dominated a full half of the Sacred Seas. Centuries of planning by Kalaziel and the Order of the Rod had come undone just like that. The only areas still truly under their control were Whiteguard and the main island of the Golden Temple at the mouth of the Greater Sea.

      The Eastwood Kingdom was still a mess after demons overran it decades ago and then again, more recently. It probably wasn’t much use to anyone, though Darren wanted to clear it out all the same. There was also the city-state of Marsa to the southeast of the Blackwind Empire, but the Golden Temple barely considered them part of the Sacred Seas, and some rumors said they occasionally worshiped foreign gods. The same was true of Angelless, the city far south of Limedeep.

      Kalaziel wouldn’t be there, though. Perhaps he hoped to claim those regions after securing the nations at the core of the Sacred Seas, the Blackwind Empire.

      Darren had half expected to confront him in the Blackwind Empire’s capital, yet he wasn’t there. He expected his scouts to run into him while bringing order to the Empire, yet he was also missing there. Thalia’s spies couldn’t find him in Whiteguard, and the other body he sent to the Northern Trade Union hadn’t heard word of him either.

      So where was Kalaziel? And what exactly was he up to?

      “Sorry to have kept you waiting,” Thalia said as she sat down. Darren opened his eyes and smiled back at her.

      “What troubles you?” Darren asked when he saw the tension between Thalia’s brows.

      “Just all the details. Undoing thirty years of bad policy, followed by a secret demonic invasion, is a lot of work. Collaborators must be drawn out and executed, and we must hire new people to replace them. That kind of thing,” Thalia sighed. “Fortunately, the people Cassandra lent me are quite capable. Unfortunately, I had to beat some of them off with a stick just so I could come here for lunch with my husband-to-be.”

      “I’m glad they are eager to help you,” Darren said. “I can help, too.”

      Thalia laid a hand on his. “You’ve already done more than enough, Darren. You’re still doing more than enough, really. Do you think I could hold this throne on my own? There have been empresses who ruled on their own before, but all of them had a tough time winning respect, particularly the respect of the military.

      “But if any brawny man with a sword spreads words of trouble for me, all I have to do is tell him that if he has questions, he can speak to my husband-to-be. Watching their faces go pale, their hands shake, and cold sweat trickle down their necks is funny. You’ve amassed quite a reputation among the fighters of the Empire. And to be honest, the Blackwind Empire is a shell of its former self, so we’re dependent on your original forces from Limedeep. While they may be small in number, they make up for it because so many of them have powerful sigils.

      “Not only that, they’re incredibly loyal to you. The only reason so many of the wealthy lords and merchants showed up for our wedding is because they’re terrified. It’s quite clear to those who know these things that you’ve seized complete control of the Empire already, though most common folk don’t realize it yet.”

      Darren shrugged. “Their merits are their own. But I am proud to have them serve me.”

      Darren was impressed by Thalia's quick mind. She'd accomplished so much by just tossing his name around where it mattered and borrowing a few people from his forces. He hadn't really done anything besides hang around the palace, but to hear the people talk, he'd brought order to a struggling empire by his presence alone.

      After that, the conversation turned to lighter things, and to the wedding the following morning. Thalia was anxious, as was Darren. Marriage was never something he'd even considered, and yet here he was preparing for his wedding. He felt more nerves than he had facing down the Circle of Archdemons. Despite his fears, they’d rehearsed everything they would do three times already. That was more times than he’d had to practice fighting Asmoth’Koteth or Prime Saint Sydyk. A wedding couldn’t be that much harder than fighting some of the most powerful beings in the Sacred Seas to the death, could it?
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      The following morning, Darren’s wedding with Cassandra began. The event was situated in the palace ballroom, a huge affair that had taken a bit of damage when Darren sliced half the wall away as he cut down the Sinful Servants running through the halls less than a month prior.

      The carpenter and mason’s guild had been paid three times their usual fees to repair it with all haste so the imperial wedding could occur without delay. The paint hardly had time to dry before people were hanging up flowers, banners, and other decorations.

      Rows of seats lined the ballroom before the altar, and Shrine Maiden Bonnie came over all the way from Limedeep to preside over the ceremony. Normally there would be a priest from the Golden Temple to do it, but Lothar had banished all those who didn’t agree with him, and those who did agree with Lothar weren’t the kind that Thalia wanted in her new Empire. It would take some time to cure the local branch of the Golden Temple of the poison that infected it, and until that happened, it would fall to Bonnie and those like her to fill the gap.

      The seats were completely filled in the front, and there was a crowd standing in the back desperate to watch the imperial wedding from afar. Cassandra’s ceremony would be private, but once that was finished, Darren’s marriage vows with Thalia would happen on the balcony above for the entire city to see.

      Cassandra’s father was there again. His expression was studied indifference as he stood behind Cassandra, prepared to give her away to Darren. He wore a carefully concealed look of impatience on her face, since the actual wedding was just for show. The palace was no doubt filled with rumors, and everyone knew Cassandra was Darren’s already.

      When he handed her off to her betrothed, Darren lifted the veil from her face and smiled. She was even more beautiful than the day they met.

      An orchestra of a hundred people set the ambiance, and a dozen young girls walked the gilded carpet, scattering rose petals in all directions. Shrine Maiden Bonnie had prepared a long speech for the both of them after she asked for their vows.

      “Cassandra Silvercross, do you join your fate to this man, to take him as your husband, to love and cherish him from this day until the end of your days?” Bonnie asked.

      “Yes, I did! Uh... I mean, yes, I do...” Cassandra blushed.

      A few chuckles livened the crowd. Cassandra’s thunderous moans had woken many of them up out of sound sleep over the last week.

      “And you, Darren Heavengrace. Will you join your fate to this woman, to love and cherish her from this day until the end of your days?” Bonnie asked.

      “I do,” Darren said.

      “Then may your spirits become one! Kiss now, as man and wife!” Bonnie announced.

      Cassandra hiked up her dress and leaped from where she stood into Darren’s arms. He caught her and held her up against his stomach, taking a step back to steady himself as Cassandra attacked his face with passion and vigor. Her tongue smacked against his lips as she held on to the back of his head and pressed her face tightly against his.

      “Alright, I said kiss!” Bonnie giggled. “You can save the rest of that for the wedding night. Or wedding week, in your case.”

      “There’s a backroom off to your left,” Cassandra whispered in Darren’s ear. Darren felt his chest grow damp where Cassandra was straddling him and realized he needed to make his escape with all haste, so that was just what he did.

      Leaving all their guests standing there gawking was a bit rude, but this was Cassandra’s big day, so as far as Darren was concerned, she could do whatever she wanted.

      The room Cassandra had pointed out had a particularly sturdy bed, the kind that you didn’t find available to just anyone. The wood still smelled fresh, and it was relatively crude with its size and sturdiness. The carpenters must have assembled it in place quite hastily.

      “Fuck me, Darren!” Cassandra said as soon as she came up for air after their follow-up kiss.

      “You mean fuck you again?” Darren chuckled. It was hard for the wedding night celebration to feel special when it was their fourteenth time going at it that day. Any other man would have been a dried-up husk of himself long before now.

      Still, Darren obliged. With one hand, he grabbed her wedding dress and tore it free. With the other, he spread Cassandra’s legs. He planted one last kiss on her forehead before inserting his head into her wet sex, which was already soaking the sheets.

      He filled her completely, and Cassandra moaned as her fingers gripped the sheets so tight her nails were poking holes through them. Darren hoped she would at least be a little quiet, considering all the wedding guests were just outside.

      But apparently, Cassandra had other ideas.

      “Heavens above, harder! I want you to breed me!” Cassandra screamed.

      And so breed her he did. She lay on her back, and he bottomed out inside her. He focused his magic in his body, channeling it to certain regions. His powers had allowed him a far greater understanding of his physical form than a normal human would have, and he had used his Divine Aura to reinforce certain aspects of his body in battle before, like his legs for jumping or his arms for swinging his sword.

      Now, he channeled his Divine Aura deep into his balls, filling them with an overwhelming quantity of Divine Aura. Power flowed through him, channeled much like a skill. In fact, if he taught this ability to others and put it in a skill book, sigils would probably recognize it as a skill.

      But this was tailored specifically for him and Cassandra. His Divine Aura understood her body nearly as intimately as his own, as Cassandra’s Divine Aura had grown from the seed of his own power that he’d placed inside her and fed so that it would take root in her soul and grow her power.

      This connection went deep, and this deepness allowed Darren to do what he did to this extent.

      Darren felt himself reach his limit just as Cassandra reached her peak. She screamed and hollered so loud the walls shook, and he braced himself against his thighs.

      “Do it inside me, Darren! Breed me!” Cassandra screamed as she convulsed around his length.

      “Brace yourself,” he warned, grunting as the ability he’d crafted on the spot reached its apex. He exploded inside her, gushing hot seed right as his tip pressed against the opening to her womb. He felt himself gush within her, and Cassandra gasped as he filled her. And continued to fill her. And then continued some more.

      Darren’s spirit had the might and power of ten thousand men, and so now that he funneled it all into his balls, he ejaculated with ten thousand times the might and power of an ordinary man.

      The bed Cassandra was lying on snapped in two, and her belly swelled as he filled her. The floorboards beneath his feet shattered, and cracks formed in the stone beneath him.

      Soon, he’d filled Cassandra with so much cum that an onlooker would have thought she’d become pregnant right then and there. Then the rest of his seed leaked out of her in a great gushing river that soaked the shattered remains of the bed and spread out over the room.

      But it didn’t spread far. The stuff almost seemed to have a mind of its own as it climbed up Cassandra’s thighs and legs, desperate to get back inside of her. Some of what escaped her cunt crawled up her stomach and between her breasts until it found its way to her mouth.

      It was a disconcerting experience, especially when Darren realized he had only some control over his seed. Like his second set of wings, it was like suddenly getting another appendage. Only this one was even harder to control. Fortunately, it seemed to seek out Cassandra instinctively, since the ability that made it was created with the explicit purpose of filling her up as much as possible.

      Cassandra lay in a heap on the bed, panting and gasping as she held her hand over her sperm-slick cunt to keep as much of Darren’s seed inside of her as possible. Any other woman would have found the feeling of such a full, swollen womb as painful, but Cassandra was an archpriestess.

      More than that, Cassandra was an archpriestess whose soul had learned to thrive in Darren’s power, the very energy it was now surrounded by. To Darren’s amazement, she started soaking in his Divine Aura without any need for a conversion process, like most sigil wielders would require.

      Instead of consuming and combining with a fraction of the Divine Aura, Cassandra was able to take in all of it and absorb it with complete efficiency. Cassandra had essentially borrowed Darren’s power without needing to go through the arduous process of making it her own.

      Before, she’d been at the very beginning of the Fourth Order. She’d been an archpriestess, but a weak one in terms of the nature of her soul. She met the qualifications of that threshold, but only barely.

      But that had changed with that one orgasm. Her soul was growing by leaps and bounds. If her soul was a seedling, and the Fourth Order a bigger pot to grow in, she was now doubling with each passing moment until she utterly filled the pot.

      Now, instead of being at the beginning of the Fourth Order, she was close to the end. As soon as she had time to acclimatize to her new soul and the depths of her Divine Aura reserves, she would be ready to ascend to the Fifth Order, assuming Darren could help her with that the same way he helped her reach the fourth.

      It was a remarkable discovery. If this worked for Cassandra, it would likely work for Morgana as well. And to a lesser extent, with Sasha too. Asuriel had reached her current level of power on her own and might have trouble replacing her power with his, but for those whom he’d guided from the beginning, he now had almost everything he needed to take them all the way to the Fifth Order.

      As soon as he figured out what changes took place when a soul ascended to the Fifth Order, he could elevate his women. That was a relief, since his increased lifespan was actually a source of considerable worry for him. Life without them sounded empty.

      He’d already been prepared to figure out how to steal their souls from the heavens so he could keep them for himself after they passed away from old age, but now it looked like he might keep them alive for as long as he’d live.

      While Cassandra basked in post-orgasm bliss, Darren crossed his legs and focused on recovering his Divine Aura. That one orgasm had consumed more of his power than any ability he’d ever used, and he’d nearly wrung himself dry. In fact, he’d never felt so completely empty of Divine Aura in years, not since he was in Hell and had to steal what scraps of power he had absorbed from demons.

      Fortunately, that was a trick that still worked just fine, and he kept plenty of demon lord corpses in his Inventory for just such a scenario.

      He pulled them out one after another, then purified the bodies and absorbed the Divine Aura. If he had Melancholy, he could have just stabbed them. But Ashe had wanted to watch the wedding, so she was sitting in the crowd with his sword strapped to her back.

      But fortunately, his abilities could more than cover for her absence, and it only took a little longer to do everything himself. The demon lord corpses dissipated into the air, and he breathed that power-laced air in and made it his own. It would take him some time to replenish himself, but as long as he wasn’t running on fumes, he would be a lot more comfortable.

      He’d gone through six dead demon lords and had roughly a third of his reserves left when Cassandra finished taking in his seed and was coming back to her senses. He produced a bath from his Inventory, and Cassandra realized she was missing her own wedding.

      “Crap, we’ve been tucked away in here a little too long!” Cassandra said, still clutching her slightly distended belly.

      They washed up, dressed, and headed out. They got a few strange looks when they reemerged, and the food was already being served.

      “Look at that, one lay, and the bride is already six months pregnant!” One man chuckled.

      “That Darren Heavengrace is truly a man among men...” another muttered.

      “I wonder exactly what they were doing in there...” A young woman blushed. She’d no doubt heard some of Cassandra’s moans.

      Lunch went smoothly and was a rather decadent affair. They had custard from the Northern Trade Union topped with fine flakes of shredded gold, meat from purified demons found on the second Layer of Hell, and soup brewed with Heavenly Water Dragon bones and resting on a bed of seraph feathers.

      It doubled as a show not only of wealth but also of resources. If Cassandra and Darren could bring this much to bear for their wedding, what else did they have at their disposal?

      But in truth, Darren hadn’t even been able to bring out his most powerful and important items. The unfortunate truth was that the nobility of the Blackwind Empire would die if they tried to consume a steak cut from the body of a Fifth-Order demon, then purified to give it a divine alignment. Even the last bits of the Heavenly Water Dragon he’d killed had to be watered down into soup so that it wouldn’t cause them trouble.

      “How is the food?” Cassandra asked a few of their guests.

      “Exquisite! I’ve never tasted such fine custard,” a nobleman in fine robes replied.

      “Does this have Divine Aura in it?” asked a woman sitting next to him, likely his wife. She wore a sigil as a pin in her hair, and Darren sensed she was a holy adept.

      “It does,” Darren replied.

      The woman’s eyes widened as she picked up her bowl of soup and drank from the bowl as delicately as she could while gulping the whole thing down and asking the server for a second helping.

      Darren and Cassandra walked away, arm in arm. “It seems the food is going over well! I’ll have to remind everyone to save some room for Thalia’s wedding come dinnertime.”

      Cassandra’s wedding came and went, and it went considerably better than Darren feared. Cassandra seemed to enjoy it all.

      “You know, we really should have a second wedding in Limedeep. Most of my employees weren’t able to make it to this one,” Cassandra said.

      Darren chuckled. “You just want a second wedding night...”

      “Well, yes, but the wedding day is fun too...” Cassandra’s eyes were wide and pleading.

      Darren rolled his eyes. “When everyone else has had theirs, you can have your second wedding.”

      “Yay, thank you, husband!” Cassandra hugged Darren.
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        * * *

      

      Thalia had been in the crowd during Cassandra’s wedding, but she wore a veil, and Darren hadn’t been allowed to see her, since seeing her before the ceremony was supposed to be bad luck. The only sources of bad luck Darren knew about were demonic curses, and if there was someone targeting couples to be wed with demonic curses, it might be a good idea to lure them out so he could kill them and put an end to such things once and for all. But Cassandra ended up talking him out of it, and he abided by tradition.

      Thalia’s wedding was a grander affair but, at the same time, a little more reserved. She was a different woman than Cassandra, one who had a lot of responsibilities as the new Empress of the Blackwind Empire and one who desperately needed Darren’s help as a fellow ruler.

      Theirs was a joining of one state to another, the King of Limedeep to the woman who would claim her father’s throne as Empress. She had already been crowned, but only through the armies and might of Limedeep would she hold that imperial title.

      And their wedding stated as much. There were banners of Limedeep on one side, paraded forth by some of the many sigil wielders and people Cassandra and Darren had brought to the Blackwind Empire from their city.

      On the other side were the scant remains of the Imperial Army, most of whom had been recruited the week prior. This was their first real task as members of the Blackwind Empire’s new military, and most of them had been trained by Darren’s people from Limedeep.

      It was odd that the far-larger Empire seemed to be in the subordinate position, but such were the whims of fate. The massive Blackwind Empire had found itself at the mercy of the rising star of a city-state on their western border, to where they were even giving away their new Empress to its king.

      The crowd was more somber than jubilant, not really knowing what to expect. Would this usher in a new age of glory for the Blackwind Empire and bring an end to the troubled times they’d experienced for the last few decades? Or was this a new age where the Empire would serve Limedeep as its vassal state like the Empire had done to so many smaller nations before?

      Nobody knew, but all sensed this wedding marked the beginning of great change. All eyes were on Darren, king of Limedeep, and Thalia, his bride, and the new Empress.

      Shrine Maiden Bonnie presided over this ceremony as well, though this time she was far more somber, and the speech she gave was one of duty instead of passion.

      “Do you, King Darren of Limedeep, take Empress Thalia of the Blackwind Empire to be your lawful bride under the eyes of the Heavens?” Bonnie asked.

      “I do,” Darren replied.

      “And do you, Empress Thalia of the Blackwind Empire, take King Darren of Limedeep to be your lawfully wedded husband?” Bonnie asked.

      “I do,” Thalia replied.

      “Then kiss and let your people and families be united under the Heavens.”

      Darren pulled Thalia tighter. Her fingers trembled as he grasped her hands in his, and she looked up at him with wide eyes. He cupped her chin, tilting her head upward and planting a gentle kiss on her forehead.

      After a nervous pause, Thalia returned the kiss, and then they turned their entwined hands to the crowd of people watching them from past the balcony over the city.

      Sasha was the first to clap, and before long, others joined her, and soon the clapping turned to cheering. It looked like they were thinking this was a good thing, after all.

      “I hope Cassandra didn’t exhaust you,” Thalia whispered. “Because I was hoping for a wedding night myself.”
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      Darren took things slowly for Thalia’s wedding night. It was her first time, and his usual bedroom activities weren’t the kind of thing a woman could just jump into.

      Cassandra had wanted to induct Thalia into their little family the same way she’d inducted Asuriel, but Darren had told her to wait on that. Thalia was an Empress, and it would be best to keep things normal for a little while until her workload died down a little.

      So after the last part of their ceremony was over, Darren swept Thalia off her feet. He carried her like the princess she was back to the royal chambers, with side doors leading into the chambers of the imperial harem nearby. This bedroom belonged to her father once, but Cassandra had everything refurnished, so it was unfamiliar to Thalia.

      “I didn’t know the servants redecorated the place,” Thalia said.

      “I need special beds,” Darren replied. And usually other special furniture as well, given his size and the abuse his activities usually put furniture through.

      “I heard rumors...” Thalia said nervously. “Uhm... is this going to hurt? Truth be told, some things Cassandra’s been saying have me worried. My skill has constructed what it calls a three-dimensional model of you and... well... I’m not sure I can take you.”

      Darren gave her a pat on the cheek. “We can go as slow as you’d like.”

      Thalia nodded. Then, with the air of an empress, she lifted her chin and pulled back her shoulders. “So, my royal husband, how do you want me?”

      Darren reached for her collarbone, fingers tickling the tender skin there. He used tendrils of Divine Aura to worm behind her back and work at the knots holding her clothes on. He brushed one corner of the dress over Thalia’s shoulder, leaving it bare and sending her blushing.

      She looked terribly cute, trying her best to look like an empress, even at a time like this. Her hair was tied back in a neat bun, except for a few artfully placed swooping curls. Her bright white dress gave her a vibrant look when coupled with the black and silver colors of the Blackwind Empire. The tiara rested on her brow, weighing her down more than such a dainty thing should have.

      Darren reached for the other shoulder and swept her dress aside. He tugged on the knots at her back. The entire thing tumbled to the ground.

      “Do you... like what you see?” Thalia asked, face bashful and hopeful. Her hands were creeping up to cover herself, but she grabbed one wrist with the other and forced her wandering hands to her sides.

      Darren smiled. “Very much.”

      “How... how do you want me?” Thalia asked.

      “I will take care of that.” Darren grabbed Thalia, scooped her up, and gently placed her down on the bed.

      Thalia grabbed her thighs, pulling them up toward her head as she revealed the folds of her womanhood. Darren knelt over her, sticking a thumb in her mouth to dampen it and then spreading those folds to reveal the hot and hard little bead waiting within. He stroked it a few times, and Thalia’s spine arched backward in anticipation.

      Darren chuckled to himself. He’d forgotten how quick his lovers had been to climax when they were just holy adepts like Thalia was now. Thalia might not have the stamina to satisfy him, but playing with her for a while would still be a lot of fun.

      He kissed her on the lips, hands roaming up and down her body. Thalia’s eyes were locked on him. She was nervous and wasn’t really sure what to do, so Darren decided the first order of business was to help her relax.

      He stroked her hair, her stomach, her inner thighs, and her chest. His tongue flickered across her nipples, which already stuck straight up into the air despite the warmth of the hearth in their bed chambers.

      Thalia moaned softly, still gripping her knees. Darren reached to the folds of her pussy again and felt her wetness had redoubled. A small smile crept onto his face as he watched Thalia writhe under his touch. It reminded him of Sasha when she was aroused—that hint of desperation mixed with lusty pleasure.

      His hands roamed further south until he found the source of Thalia’s excitement. With a gentle flick of his fingers, he made her moan louder. He knew where to find the spot inside her that caused her to shiver uncontrollably. He flicked it again, and Thalia gasped and whimpered, writhing underneath him.

      A cute virgin empress stood no chance against Darren’s touch. He hadn’t even used his more powerful abilities, and she was already falling to pieces. If he put her through what he and Cassandra had done that morning, her poor mind and body would be completely overwhelmed.

      With a grin, he brought his lips closer to her clit and lapped at it with his tongue. Thalia screamed, her legs kicking as waves of ecstasy washed over her, and she lost her grip on them. Her cries filled the room and echoed throughout the halls outside. It seemed she would be as loud as Cassandra. At least nobody would doubt whether or not Darren had consummated his marriage.

      Darren continued licking and sucking at Thalia’s sensitive bud as she came apart beneath him. After a few minutes, he pulled away and lifted her hips so he could slip two fingers into her dripping hole. She was oh-so-tight, so much so that Darren could tell there was no way his cock was going to fit inside there.

      After a few thrusts, he went from two fingers to three, and that filled Thalia up to maximum capacity. He withdrew, enjoying the tight squeeze he created in her insides as he did. He moved his fingers out, and eventually, with Thalia’s screams fading to whimpers, he removed them altogether and flipped her over so that she lay in his lap with her back pressed against his chest.

      “S-shouldn’t you take your penis out now?” Thalia asked uncertainly.

      “Are you certain you’re ready for that?” Darren asked.

      Thalia bit her lip and nodded. “I’m ready.”

      Darren shifted his hips and pulled his pants down, revealing his massive cock. It sprang free of his pants and revealed its full, gargantuan size.

      Thalia’s jaw dropped open, and her eyes were wide in a combination of amazement and fright. His tip stretched from below her legs to past her belly button, and its girth was as thick around as her fist.

      “A-are they supposed to be that large?” Thalia shifted nervously. “I’m certain it didn’t look that big when you were fucking Cassandra.”

      “It looks bigger up close.”

      “I think you’ve understated things,” Thalia replied, biting her lower lip. “You’re bigger than most of the stallions in the stables.”

      “I’m sure there are men bigger than me somewhere.” Darren shrugged.

      Thalia cast him a doubtful look over her shoulder.

      “How in the Seven Hells does Cassandra take something like that?” Thalia wondered, fear returning to her voice as she touched Darren’s shaft and pressed it against her stomach, and saw how far it would reach. “It looks like it would rearrange my intestines. And yet Cassandra claims she can take the entire thing?”

      Darren nodded. “She can. As to how...” He shrugged. “Perhaps her Divine Aura made her body special.”

      “You’re saying Cassandra has a magic cunt?”

      Darren made a noncommittal noise.

      “Did she always have a magic cunt?” Thalia asked, suddenly intrigued.

      “Not always,” Darren replied. “She gained it when she became more powerful.”

      Thalia shook her head and laughed. “Well, I suppose I finally found out what motivates Cass to work hard. But to be honest, Darren, I don’t think I can take something like this. You’d split me in half!”

      Darren nodded. “I can make it smaller if you’d like.”

      “Like... softer?” Thalia asked.

      Darren focused his Divine Aura, and bit by bit his mighty shaft shrank. It went from as thick as her fist to slightly above-average length and girth.

      “Okay, now I know most men aren’t able to do that.” Thalia’s brows were raised in surprise.

      “They simply haven’t needed to learn how,” Darren replied. “When I became stronger, I started getting too big for some of my women. I developed this skill to compensate.”

      “That’s incredible...” Thalia whispered in fascination. She poked the tip of Darren’s cock, and it bobbed between her thighs. A few drops of slick juice dripped onto it from between her legs.

      “Come here,” Darren said, lifting Thalia’s hips off the bed with a hand on her backside and turning her over to her stomach. This was usually the easiest position, so it would hopefully be comfortable enough for Thalia’s first time.

      Darren rubbed the base of his cock across the opening of her pussy before sliding it into her. He used his Divine Aura tendrils to spread her lips wide, exposing her pink inner flesh for him to see. He pushed forward, making her cry out from the sudden intrusion.

      “I’m okay, keep going,” Thalia urged.

      Darren stroked the small of her back, letting her get used to him for a bit. He kissed her shoulder before continuing. He took care to move more slowly than usual, since Thalia was so inexperienced.

      Thalia was silent as he slid into her, but Darren felt her muscles tighten as he got deeper into her. Her soft inner walls clenched around him as he reached the end of her. He stopped there and held her in place. He waited until Thalia relaxed before pushing in again, working himself in a little at a time. The sound of skin smacking together and their wetness mixing with the heat and warmth of the hearth and bed was almost deafening. The only sounds that broke through were Thalia’s gasps and moans.

      Darren was gentle at first, but he soon felt Thalia’s body respond to him, so he picked up the pace. The bed creaked and groaned with every stroke. He was using his hands to caress Thalia’s back and buttocks, causing the empress to shudder and moan. The pressure built inside him, and the strain grew in his core.

      Darren leaned over, wrapping his fingers around one of her nipples beneath her, and Thalia screamed loudly. She arched backward and thrust her hips toward him with renewed strength. It seemed like she was determined to take him all the way despite his attempts to be gentle.

      He chuckled to himself as he watched her struggle to contain herself. She had to know she wouldn’t last much longer. He kept stroking her back until she settled down.

      With a loud gasp, Thalia came apart underneath him with a series of short, high-pitched shrieks. She thrashed in his arms as she climaxed, screaming loudly. She was still shaking from the release when Darren began thrusting faster. More sensitive than ever, she bucked against him. Soon, a second orgasm was riding on the heels of the first.

      With Cassandra or his other women, Darren would only consider this a warmup, but with Thalia, this was already taking her all. He pushed himself, fighting to reach his own climax faster than usual so he wouldn’t wear his new bride out on their first night together. Like flipping a mental trigger, he focused and pushed himself over the edge.

      Thalia screamed loudly as he slammed his hips against her ass and shot his seed deep into her womb. His hands roamed over her body, and his lips found hers. His kiss was tender and affectionate, and it melted the tension and worry away.

      “Well... that was nice,” Thalia panted. “So, do we do this every night or something?”

      “‘Was’?” Darren cocked his head askance. “We can take a break if you need it. But we are only getting started.”
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        * * *

      

      With his weddings finally finished, not even Cassandra’s insatiable lust could keep Darren in the capital much longer. He stayed an extra day or two because of it, but only that. After that, the two newlyweds were busy planning their honeymoon, and Darren could finally seek out some action with his real body.

      All the adventures his other selves were having had been getting him a bit fired up, and he was ready for an adventure of his own. But first, it was time to return to Limedeep. He wanted to check in on Callum and the city.

      On the way there, he flew over the fortress of Rarekshold. Rarek had been a bandit lord and a cultist who terrorized these lands until Darren’s arrival. After Darren killed him, three of his four children terrorized these lands even further when they fought over their father’s legacy. Only his youngest daughter, Turiel, seemed to care for the people who lived in the area. And so, after Darren cleared out the three children, he left responsibility of these lands to Turiel.

      It had been some time since he’d checked in with her. Truthfully, the poor girl had been quite nervous around him, so he’d kept his distance. He got reports from Callum every so often about how the settlement here was doing, and by all accounts, Turiel had been managing it well. But there was nothing quite like stopping by to see things for himself, so it was time for an in-person visit.

      Flying low over the town of Rarekshold, Darren spotted the stone tower that marked Turiel’s home. Darren touched down near the tower. His arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed, and already some of Turiel’s militia were coming out to greet him.

      Turiel’s militia were even weaker than her father’s bandits had been, but that was because they weren’t warriors. They were farmers and craftsmen who took up their weapons only when they needed to defend their homes, though now that Limedeep’s guards and armies had pacified the area, the crude wooden clubs and improvised weapons were more symbolic than anything else.

      Darren greeted them, and they bowed at his approach.

      “Your Majesty, King Darren! It is an honor to host you! Lady Turiel has been notified of your arrival,” the militia man said. “This must be a good place for you flying folk to touch down. Lady Turiel usually meets Lord Callum here. In fact, he was the one I was waiting for.”

      “I’ve heard good things from Callum,” Darren replied with a nod. “But I want to see things for myself.”

      “If you wish to speak to our mistress, please come this way,” the militia member said, bowing again before leading Darren toward Turiel’s home.

      As they approached, they passed a few buildings. All looked to be fairly normal. The wooden shacks were in a better state than they’d been in when Darren saw them last, which was a testament to Turiel’s stable leadership.

      Before, when bandits ruled this fortress, nobody bothered to build good houses. Anything too nice was liable to be taken from them at the point of a sword. But now that someone was upholding the rule of law, people had good reason to build homes and shops they could be proud of.

      Darren and the militia man approached the main tower. The windows and door were already open, inviting anyone who pleased inside.

      “Lady Turiel!” the militia man called out as they reached her door. “You have visitors!”

      “You can drop the ‘Lady’, Elmrick,” a voice came from inside the tower. “No noble blood flows through me.”

      A moment later, Turiel appeared, her long, brown hair flowing over her shoulders as she smiled widely and stepped forward to meet Darren. She wore a plain dress. Nobody catching her on the streets would guess she was in charge of this town.

      The smile was a little too wide to be natural, and her brows twitched with worry. She was nervous.

      “It’s been a while,” Darren said in greeting.

      “Your Majesty, it is an honor to host you in this humble town. I don’t keep servants, but I will recruit a dozen right now to ensure your stay is comfortable,” Lady Turiel began. “I wasn’t aware you were coming for an inspection, but I would be happy to show you around.”

      But Darren held his hand up and shook his head. “I only wanted to see Rarekshold for myself.”

      She sighed with relief and nodded in understanding. She led him through the doorway. His entrance here was already a lot quieter than last time, and he’d already eased her worst fears.

      They walked through the small foyer into what had once been a place to pile stolen booze, and the chamber still smelled of wine to prove it. Now, Turiel had been using it as her office as she helped administrate the town. Darren glanced at the paper she was working on. She was keeping property records of who owned what house and land, just like what Cassandra did in Limedeep.

      “Those are our local records,” Lady Turiel replied when she followed Darren’s gaze. “You are welcome to look through them if you like. Everything is done fairly and equitably, though. I’ve brought our settlement into alignment with the same laws you use in Limedeep.”

      Darren nodded. “It seems you have things well in hand. I’ll be continuing on to Limedeep now.”

      But just as he did, he sensed someone in the air he hadn’t expected to see until he returned to Limedeep.

      “Turiel! Turiel! I’ve returned again, this time with your favorite roses,” Callum’s voice echoed out from the sky above.

      Turiel’s face turned pale when she glanced at Darren, and all the nervousness he’d eased from her body returned threefold.

      “I didn’t think he would come again so soon...” Turiel muttered to herself. “I swear, his inspections are legitimate! I know how this must look for you, but I would not seduce your messenger to avoid your wrath. Far from it. He was the one who...”

      Callum burst into the tower a moment later, flying right through the open window. His body was far bigger since becoming a paladin, so the motion was rather awkward as he tried to shove his shoulders through the narrow frame. He was lucky his ability to fly came from a skill rather than from archpaladin wings, because if he had wings, he never would have made it through at all.

      “Turiel, forgive me, but I could not stay away... eh, Darren?” Callum nearly fell back out the window he was climbing through. Darren reached out and grabbed him, pulling him through.

      Callum collapsed to the ground, and Darren stood over both Turiel and Callum with his arms crossed. The two had blushes on their faces and glued their eyes to the ground.

      “Ah... Darren... I suppose it looks like I’ve been using my position of power to force one of your subordinates into being my lover, but...”

      Darren shook his head. “My apologies for intruding. Do as you please. I will walk the town on my own.”

      Bashful and shaken, the two didn’t recover until Darren closed the tower door behind him. Darren shook his head. Really, what were the two so nervous about? Was love such a scary thing to them?

      He chuckled, happy that they both had found someone. From the looks he’d caught them casting one another, this relationship was a recent development. Darren was curious how long it would last. Still, it looked like the two of them were happy for the moment, and that was what mattered.
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      Walking through Rarekshold brought back memories to Darren. This had been the first human settlement he’d visited after emerging from Hell. It was nice to see the place doing better than he remembered it.

      He even saw the two ladies of the night he’d met that day. One in red and the other in blue. They’d taught him how to please a woman, and it was thanks to their early advice that he was able to save Cassandra and Morgana from being sacrificed to Asmoth’Koteth.

      It looked like they were too busy to chat, so Darren reached into his Inventory for a small pouch and filled it to the brim with gold coins. It was a small token of appreciation for what they’d done for him. He tucked it away in their shop, where they’d find it later.

      He left without a word or a whisper and was soon on his way to Limedeep. The flight hardly took any time at all, now that he could use a second set of wings; and this time, he donned his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero so he could remain completely unnoticed.

      The place had grown since he’d seen it last. Before, the city had seemed almost empty, with only one out of every ten houses filled. But the influx of people from Salsroth, and later the Blackwind Empire, had entirely reversed that trend. Now there were people aplenty, and civilization was even spilling out of the walls as people competed for plots just outside Limedeep’s defenses.

      Nobody could build too close to the wall for fear of defeating its purpose, but that hadn’t been for lack of desire. There was a clear, invisible line a hundred paces from the walls, after which newly built structures crowded in on one another. There were mills, butcher houses, and coin lenders aplenty, all trying to be close to this new hub of civilization, but not so close that they had to pay any extra fees.

      Pretty soon, they’d need to start construction on a second ring beyond the outskirts of the first, if the current rate of the city’s growth was anything to go by. They’d also need to clear some forests to the south, so farmers could plant there and feed this growing city.

      Though when Darren turned, he could see a few people already hard at work at the job. He wasn’t sure if they were just harvesting the lumber or trying to clear the land, but eventually, the borders of Limedeep would expand ever outward.

      The mood of the city had changed as well. The sad, despondent air that had filled the poverty-stricken place was gone. The rise of the sigil wielders in Limedeep had given birth to a new middle class. The sigil wielders brought in plenty of coin in the form of demon hides or their superhuman labor, and they spent that coin freely, buying goods and services from the rest of the city.

      Sigil wielders were fighting men and women, and they ate accordingly. The more coin they made, the better the food they wanted. That meant fishermen, farmers, herders, and hunters were all encouraged to work a little bit longer. The demand for better housing meant there was more incentive for unskilled laborers to pick up carpentry or masonry, and rapid growth meant small businesses were springing up everywhere as the smart and the enterprising tried to make their way in this new metropolis.

      Darren walked the streets of Limedeep under the guise of his cloak, traveling through it not as a king, but as simply another man. He ordered food from the street vendors, and it was brighter and more savory than he remembered. Speaking briefly to the shopkeeper, Darren learned she was new to Limedeep.

      “Aye, good sir. Just arrived three weeks ago. I heard things are calming down in the Empire now, but I’m still happy with my move. The people here in Limedeep are so much brighter and more cheerful!” The shopkeeper chuckled, smiling brightly.

      “What of your old shop?” Darren asked.

      The woman waved his hand. “That old thing? After the riots, half of it was burned down anyway. I sold what was left of it and used the coin to buy a home here in Limedeep. If I save up a while longer, I’m hoping I can have a new storefront built onto it and get a roof over my head again. The rain ruins the skewered meat, you see.”

      Darren gave the woman a few extra coins to help her make those dreams a reality a little sooner. There were many stories like that throughout the city, and Darren helped those he could.

      He took off his cloak when he stopped by the council session, and everyone scrambled to their feet when he suddenly appeared in their midst.

      “King Darren! Heavens above, when did you get here?” stuttered a nervous man.

      “Oh dear... we weren’t prepared for your arrival, but we have been keeping records of all council meetings for you,” a woman said.

      Darren accepted the records while the rest of the council members fidgeted nervously and tried to resume their meeting. It seemed like they were working in good faith, which pleased Darren. One of his great fears about this council was that in Cassandra’s absence, it might turn into the corrupt morass that Darren had found when he first arrived in Limedeep.

      But looking through the books, everything seemed above board. Of course, he would have to look into who owned these masonry businesses being hired by the city to rebuild the roads. Still, assuming they were upstanding council members about that as well, there wasn’t anything to fear. Nonetheless, letting them all know he was watching would help stave off any dishonest temptations lurking in their hearts.

      “Thank you, councilors. I have some things to review. You will hear from me again,” Darren said, eyes roaming each of them.

      A few in the room made an audible gulping noise.

      Darren left as swiftly as he’d come.

      Next, he visited his mother’s shrine. With Shrine Maiden Bonnie in the Blackwind Capital, it wasn’t accepting visitors. But that didn’t mean it was empty. He spotted Amelia in the courtyard, sweeping the steps and practicing her skills.

      Darren saw his mother’s sigil on her head, and from the intense look on Amelia’s face, it would be put to good use.

      “Amelia!” Darren called. “I brought a present for you.”

      Darren gave Amelia a skill book he’d selected for her. It was a rare-rank healing skill, which would be highly sought after anywhere in the Sacred Seas. No king or emperor would dare part with such a priceless artifact. No man but Darren, that is.

      When he received it, it had only been a common-rank ability. He’d been evolving it in consideration for Cassandra’s growing arsenal of abilities now that she was at the Fourth Order. But what it evolved into ended up being covered by her existing healing ability, so there was little point in her doubling up. So Darren found another home for it.

      But Amelia didn’t care as much for the free skill book as she did for Darren’s visit. When he made his presence known, she dropped her broom and ran over to hug his leg, which was all of him that she could reach, despite being taller than she’d been when he’d seen her last.

      “You’ve grown,” Darren commented.

      “You’re still tall,” Amelia replied as she craned her head upward to look at Darren. He scooped her up and put her on his shoulder.

      “There. Now you can see me fine.”

      Amelia giggled a bit.

      He quizzed her on what she remembered from his teachings on Divine Aura. Bonnie had built on those teachings with her training, and now Amelia was familiar with the workings of Divine Aura on a superficial level. Still, Darren had learned as much as she had over the last few months, and his understanding had grown by leaps and bounds.

      That newfound context meant he could teach her things not even he knew before, as well as correct some misconceptions he’d accidentally passed along when he’d been teaching her before.

      The sun was getting ready to set when he sensed Callum returning to the city, and he realized his time with Amelia was coming to a close. He waved goodbye to her, and she continued cleaning up the shrine dedicated to his mother. Then he used his abilities to find Callum.

      His Oracle Sight skill was useful for that. All he had to do was look for futures where he ran into Callum and then follow the one where that eventually happened.

      “Darren!” Callum jumped in surprise when he opened the door to a local tavern and found Darren standing there right behind the door with his arms crossed. “It’s... uh... good to see you. And, about Lady Turiel, I know it’s unprofessional. I’ll break it off with her first thing tomorrow!”

      Darren put a hand on Callum’s shoulder. “Love is a beautiful thing, Callum. Tell me about yours.”

      “Wait, you don’t think I should break things off with her?” Callum asked, eyes wide in surprise.

      “If you are happy, and she is happy, then there are no problems,” Darren replied.

      “Well... you really want to hear about her?”

      Darren nodded.

      “Well... let me start with her tea. I always thought nothing could beat a good mug of booze, but when she makes tea...”

      Once Callum got going, he didn’t stop. Passion filled his voice as he spoke of Turiel, and Darren knew they were close. Even if he tried to push the two apart, it probably wouldn’t take.
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        * * *

      

      Callum and Darren ended up sitting down at the tavern while they chatted, and their conversation lasted deep into the evening before they retired for the night.

      While Turiel was the chief topic of discussion, she wasn’t the only thing they talked about. Callum had been in Limedeep all this time, and he had an ear to the ground on all the happenings of this city. Fortunately, Darren’s instincts about the councilors had proven correct, and they were indeed mostly working toward the betterment of the city.

      Callum warned him of one that he was monitoring, but Darren trusted Callum to handle it from his end, assuming Cassandra didn’t take care of it when she got back.

      Darren returned home for the night. The manor felt empty without his women to fill it, but in truth, he hadn’t had an actual night of sleep in weeks. It was good to use the bed as it was intended for once. When he woke, he felt a little more clear-headed than before. While he didn’t really need sleep, it would help keep him at peak performance if he indulged in it every once in a while.

      Callum took Darren on a guided tour of the city the following day, which mostly meant looking over the patrol routes and showing him what the city guard was up to.

      It was all pretty standard fare, according to Callum. They settled disputes in the market, looked for missing people, investigated crimes, and occasionally just stood on street corners to remind people that the long arm of the law extended throughout Limedeep.

      “A lot of these people come from towns or villages that survive off the fact that everyone is family, and those who don’t treat others right get run out of town,” Callum explained. “A few young men come here to the big city and think that not having their grandmother looking over their shoulder means they finally have the chance to let out their inner animal to loot, steal, and take advantage of the local women. We have to educate them about how the law works rather swiftly.”

      It seemed to work, though. The city jails had a few people in them, but nobody was too heinous. Criminals were dealt with swiftly and efficiently, and so many sigil wielders among the guards meant that there was no hiding or escaping from them. Apparently, someone had even acquired a skill that told them whenever someone was committing an immoral act, which usually meant a crime.

      That officer, in particular, had free rein of the city and had brought in more villains than anyone else, though he also had more complaints than anyone else since he kept stumbling in on couples trying anal for the first time.

      All in all, Callum seemed to be rather pleased, leading the guards here in Limedeep. He’d done a good job with them, as far as Darren was concerned. There was one minor problem, though.

      Some of the new guards Callum had recruited were at the Fourth Order. They were archpaladins, archclerics, and archpriestesses who Darren had rescued from Hell and wanted to rebuild their lives with a stable job in the guards.

      That was a great boon for the city guard, but Callum himself was only a Third-Order paladin. While he stayed in charge because Darren appointed him, it was still a little strange for a Third-Order to be ordering so many Fourth-Orders around. Callum did his best to hide it, and the Fourth-Order warriors were good about it, but it was pretty clear it grated on Callum himself most of all.

      So Darren decided he could use a companion for his upcoming adventure.

      “Take some time off,” Darren said.

      “What for?” Callum asked.

      “We’re going to complete some quests.”
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      Callum had rebuilt the city guard’s structure from the ground up. He’d made multiple redundant positions of everything. That way, if someone needed to go on an extended sabbatical to fight, complete quests, and grow stronger, it wouldn’t cause any problems for the overall organization.

      But the one person he’d forgotten to do that for was himself and his own position. There was nobody around to replace him as captain of the city guard. He’d been eying Sir Kennith for the position, but Sir Kennith had left to look for the remains of his broken and forgotten order some time ago and wouldn’t return for a month or more.

      Fortunately, Darren still had room to generate one more Fourth-Order clone of himself that he could control from afar. He left that body in charge of the city guard, and the rest of the city, while he was at it.

      “I’m relieved you’re taking the job over yourself,” Callum chuckled. “I’m not sure I could trust my office and badge to anyone else. Not after I worked so hard to build it into what it is.”

      “You have done well,” Darren replied. “I will stick with your system for now.”

      “Alright, but if anything difficult comes up, just ask me. I’ll be right here beside you on this little adventure. Speaking of, what did you have in mind? Another trip into the Seven Hells?”

      Darren shook his head. “Cultists, bandits, and destroyed cities.”

      Callum whistled. “Hate to say it, but I think the area around Limedeep is scoured pretty clean. Everything worth smiting has already been smote, either by you, Sasha’s army, or my guards. Unless you think it’s time to conquer that heretic city from the south, Angelless? We’ve gotten some traders from there. They have some remarkable metalworking skills. Might be good to bring them into the fold.”

      Darren shook his head. “If they aren’t causing problems for us, I will cause no problems for them. But we won’t stick to Limedeep. Come with me to the Northern Trade Union.”

      “Isn’t that a week-long journey? I can fly, but my flight skill isn’t as fast as yours,” Callum said.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll carry you.”

      Before Callum could breathe a word of protest, Darren had flung him over his shoulder, and they took off at high speed, northward bound.

      When they arrived, the forces of evil wouldn’t know what hit them.
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      Darren and Callum were in the Northern Trade Union within the hour. It took Callum nearly as long to steady himself on his feet as it took for them to make the trip.

      “Well... I hope when I reach the Fourth Order and get some wings, my flight skill will boost my speed -- enough that we never have to do that again,” Callum chuckled. “Getting carried over your shoulder like a sack of grain was more than a little uncomfortable. I don’t get how Cassandra and the others can enjoy getting carried by you so much, if that’s what it feels like.”

      “I carry them differently,” Darren explained. “Come on. Cultist bandits have taken over an old citadel up ahead.”

      The place to which Darren and Callum were heading was similar to Lichenfell Citadel, the next citadel over from the one where the Order of the Leaf still stayed. In years past, this citadel had been much like that one, and it had been called Neverhorn. Sigil-wielding holy warriors had once used it as a bastion to focus their efforts on clearing out all the demons of the surrounding lands, and to withstand a siege by an army of the Seven Hells if need be.

      Unfortunately, the last of its guardians had abandoned it at some point, and nature had been left to reclaim it. Vines and moss grew over the walls, hiding the shining white stone so that it was hard to pick out from its ragged, mountainous surroundings.

      Its weather-worn disguise was probably at least part of the reason why cultists and bandits had chosen to take it over. It was as hard to find as it was difficult to assault.

      Callum let out a low whistle when he saw the place. Darren had to point the citadel out for him because his eyes glazed right over it the first few times he looked.

      “Wow, you’d need an army to assault that place. I thought those walls were cliffs!”

      “Not an army. Just the two of us,” Darren replied.

      Callum tightened his grip on his trusty bone spear, the very weapon Darren had given him when they first met. There was fear in his eyes, but also fire. The resolve Darren had seen in him so long ago burned brighter than ever. They had fought bandits and cultists like these before, back when Callum wasn’t even a holy adept.

      “This time, I will take on my share,” Callum promised.

      Darren picked him up under the arms and then flew toward the citadel at high speed. He wasn’t aiming for stealth this time, since the two of them planned to clear the place out with such speed and ruthlessness that it wouldn’t matter if the cultists heard them. They wouldn’t be able to rally their defenses in time.

      These cultists were doing a worse job of protecting the citadel than even the soft warriors of Lichenfell Citadel, but Darren couldn’t criticize them much. Cultists were not always warriors, though they brought bloodshed everywhere they went.

      Darren spotted no one on the walls, nor on the lookout posts, and the pyres that should have been lit looked as though they hadn’t been tended to in years. The cultists residing in this citadel probably thought not lighting the pyres would help them remain hidden, but once Darren knew where to look, he could see faint columns of smoke rising up from deeper in the citadel, so it wasn’t like they weren’t burning fires already.

      The two of them landed with a dull thud on the smooth-carved granite. The vines and moss climbing up the side of the citadel had infiltrated even here, and Callum nearly tripped over a vine as thick around as his head as he fought to steady himself from the flight.

      “Now what?” Callum asked. “Do we just go from room to room?”

      Darren shook his head. “Wait and listen.”

      Darren stretched out his senses, both magical and mundane. Tiny tendrils of Divine Aura stretched out all around him in the present, and his Oracle Sight peered into the future. If there was anything of interest to find, his tendrils found it. Soon, he counted a hundred and twenty-seven cultists, most of whom were centered around an area deep within the citadel, working on a ritual there. It looked to be a larger variation of a summoning ritual.

      “We came just in time. They are up to something,” Darren cautioned as he explained what he saw.

      “More than a hundred... any corrupt sigil wielders among them?” Callum asked.

      Darren nodded. “Lots. About twelve at the Third Order.”

      Callum tightened his grip on his spear. “Twelve. Alright then. I’m curious to see how good they really are.”

      Darren and Callum swept through the perimeter of the cult’s operations. While most of the cultists were involved in their dark deeds, others acted more like support for a more mundane organization. People needed to be fed and clothed, and some focused on those jobs instead of mastering the darker rituals.

      Normally, there would be quite a few specializing in combat as well, but those cultists must have been working on the ritual in the center of the citadel, completely abandoning their defenses.

      While the cooks, cleaners, tailors, and servants were not as tightly tied to the cult as its inner circle, their souls were still clearly marked by the dark energy they practiced. All of them had taken in some measure of Demonic Aura to make themselves a little stronger and faster than ordinary humans. They all looked quite young too, with most in their twenties or thirties. That also was a deception, as the Demonic Aura they absorbed had extended their lives to unnatural lengths.

      No doubt that was one of this cult’s big draws to outsiders. They could promise youth and beauty to the poor masses who had no hope of binding a sigil and gaining powers and youth that way.

      All these cultists were too far gone to be saved. When Darren and Callum appeared, they dropped what they were doing and attacked. Callum was nearly struck in the head with a frying pan thrown with enough speed and force to shatter one of the stone pillars behind him. He barely managed to attack the cook before she got her hands on her kitchen knives.

      Another sweeping the halls snapped his broom into a sharpened stake and charged at Callum the moment he saw him. The cultist had no words demanding surrender or even cries to alert the rest of the citadel. There was only crude, animalistic bloodlust as he sought to beat Callum to death with a stick.

      Unfortunately for him, Callum had a stick of his own, topped with one of the finest spearheads Darren had found through his early adventures through the Seven Hells. Callum slammed that spearhead through the cultist’s heart. The snarling, spitting man rapped Callum on the helmet with his broken broom handle, but it did nothing more than make the metal ring before Callum grabbed it and tore it from the dying cultist’s hands.

      “Why do they always come for me?” Callum asked Darren, who was standing behind him with his arms crossed.

      Darren gave Callum a faint smile. Darren was wearing his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero, so he could only be noticed if he wanted to be noticed. These cultists probably didn’t even see him.

      Not that they could have done anything to him if they had. Darren’s powers were so great that First-Order demons died instantly in his presence. The cultists they’d run into so far only had about as much Demonic Aura as the average imp, so they would probably count as First-Order demons.

      Darren had been curious if he could use the ability to turn these cultists back into regular humans, but their bodies had grown dependent on the Demonic Aura. While Callum was fighting the man with a broom, Darren noticed another woman with a mop sneaking up behind him. He’d used the ability to take care of her, and she had gone from looking like a youthful nineteen-year-old to someone closer to ninety in the span of a second when Darren dispelled the Demonic Aura within her.

      She didn’t even have time to land a blow on Darren before she collapsed to her knees, clutching her heart as her body gave out on her.

      Darren pointed to her body now that Callum was asking.

      “Ah... I see. You’ve just been taking care of them too fast for me to see...” Callum chuckled. “I am glad you have my back.”

      Their travels took them through the rest of the citadel, and Darren kept his mystical senses active the entire time. It turned out there weren’t only cultists in this citadel. He had thought the number of cultists working logistical duties seemed a little low, and now he knew why.

      There were lots of ordinary humans deeper in the citadel, some likely attached to the cult, and some quite clearly their victims.

      There were several locked rooms filled with people. Unlike the walls around the citadel, these rooms were locked and guarded. The people inside were thin and malnourished, huddling in the darkness as they quaked in terror. It was a familiar sight to Darren and Callum both.

      Callum’s vigor redoubled when Darren told him about the prisons, and he ran toward them as soon as Darren mentioned them. That was where they encountered the first of his Third-Order corrupted sigil wielders.

      “I want this one,” Callum said, teeth gritted tight and with a righteous scowl on his face.

      Darren crossed his arms and nodded. Callum rushed forward, attacking the corrupted sigil wielder with an overwhelming flurry of blows. Darren smiled when he realized it was a stance and a pattern of attack that he himself had taught Callum.

      He no doubt expected the corrupted sigil wielder to react with a parry or a defensive skill to block the opening attack, after which he would twist the spear around for the real thrust.

      Only the Third-Order cultist hadn’t even realized he was under attack until Callum’s spear point was sunk point-deep into his chest between his ribs.

      “Huh?” the man gasped as he was knocked backward by Callum’s charge, and the flask from which he’d been in the middle of drinking toppled from his hands, spilling alcohol all over the floor.

      Callum pulled his spear out and was readying another attack when the cultist finally reacted and drew his sword. Crimson light enveloped the cultist’s body, while the beginnings of a shield formed around his entire body.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      
        	Third Order Cultist has activated the ability, Crimson Slash (Common)

        	Third Order Cultist has activated the ability, Rapid Mend (Common)

        	Third Order Cultist has activated the ability, Energy Shield (Common)

      

      

      Darren wasn’t too impressed with the abilities the cultist wielded. They were all skills he’d seen before, and none of them were particularly strong. Even discounting his superior training and the fact that Callum had learned his skills instead of having stolen them, Callum had the decided advantage.

      And he proved as much a moment later as Callum obliterated the cultist’s defenses and pierced his heart before he could so much as roll back to his feet. Just like that, the fight was over as quickly as it started.

      “Well... that was easier than I expected. Surprise attacks are truly remarkable. I just wish there was room to fly here so I could strike from above,” Callum said as he shook the blood from his spear point.

      “Well done,” Darren replied. “This one was weaker than average, but you are stronger than you know.”

      They opened the door to the prison, and Darren poured some of his Lifewell water into a few large jugs, which they passed around.

      “Stay here a while,” Callum told the prisoners. "We will rescue you, but not until we take care of the rest of the cultists."

      A young girl tugged on Callum’s pant leg. “Are... are you two paladins?”

      “We are,” Callum replied, a beaming smile on his face as he gave the child a pat on the head. “Don’t worry. This troubling time for you is nearly at an end.”

      “Those cultists are strong! Are you sure you can take them?” a gaunt man asked. “I know where the armory is. If we could steal some weapons, maybe we could help.”

      Callum shook his head. “You can grab weapons if you want, but stay away from the fighting. Darren and I have trained for this kind of thing. It’s better if the two of us take them on alone.”

      The man nodded, eyes already peering down the hall. He was the type who wouldn’t be satisfied with a mere rescue. He wouldn’t feel free until he killed his captors with his own hands.

      There were several more prisons like the first, each growing a little sparser and the people locked within a little weaker. The first group they rescued had probably been captured recently. The last room was also half empty. They’d probably already been used as human sacrifices for minor rituals, like summoning enough Demonic Aura for the cultists to empower themselves. The rest of these prisoners were probably being gathered for the big ritual the cultists were preparing.

      Besides the cultists’ victims in the prisons, there were also about a hundred regular people. These were likely the mortal families of cultists or the hopeful people wishing to join the cult. They were concentrated on the outer grounds of the citadel, and most of them were working the land for crops or tending to the animals outside. More than a few had traces of Demonic Aura on them, a sure sign that they’d started their push to become full members of the cult.

      Ordinarily, Darren wouldn’t have spared them. There was no way they could be here without knowing what the organization they hoped to join was up to. They were party to human sacrifice and summoning demons to wreak havoc on their surroundings.

      But running around their ankles, Darren could see the occasional child. They were giddily playing in the citadel as children loved to do, ignorant of the atrocities their families had signed them up for.

      In time, those children would no doubt grow to become some of this cult’s most loyal vassals. Some of the older ones might already be fully indoctrinated. But Darren would not cut short the lives of the innocent to slay the guilty. If he had to spare a few cultists so that these children could survive until they grew a little older and returned to civilization, then that was what he’d do.

      He steered Callum away from that section of the citadel. Instead, they were headed deeper, where most of the cultists were gathered.

      Darren had left Melancholy in the Blackwind Empire’s capital so Ashe could keep talking with Cassandra, but that didn’t mean he had any shortage of weapons.

      The last time he’d used a sword other than his favorite in battle, it had broken on the body of a demonic dragon. He didn’t ever want to run into such a problem again. He’d spent a bit of time in the capital purifying and upgrading a rusty sword until it was fit to use in battle just so he’d always have a spare.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation (Mythic)

        	Forged from iron drawn from the blood of ten thousand Fifth-Order demon lords and purified in Divine Aura of the highest caliber, this blade cuts through all in its path. No physical armor or barrier can block its cut, and all structures of Demonic Aura can be cleaved by its edge.

      

      

      His temporary replacement sword wasn’t as long as Melancholy, but it was considerably thinner. It was so thin that if viewed from the edge, it appeared to be nothing more than a two-dimensional line drawn in the air. As thin as a sheet of paper, the sword passed through stone and wood like it wasn’t even there. A few tests against armor proved it just as capable. The only things that could resist the sword were defensive skills and magical artifacts.

      “Looks shiny,” Callum commented as he nodded to the brilliant azures and purple shades shimmering up and down the length of the Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation.

      Darren gave him a nod, and then two of them kicked down the door to the citadel’s central chamber.

      Their loud entrance immediately caught the attention of half the cultists. When the others stopped working and started drawing weapons, the rest took notice.

      Darren and Callum were both clearly paladins. Their shining armor, bright clothes, and massive figures were nothing like those of the cultists.

      “Paladins! We’re under attack!” The call went up among the cultists.

      “Kill them, you fools! Everyone not working on the ritual, attack!” spoke a woman. She seemed older than the others, which meant she was probably hundreds of years old at least. She wore black robes like the rest of the cultists working around her, but hers had gold trim on the edges and a pattern circling her body. She was probably a leader among them, or at least someone very high-ranking in this cult. Darren would have to make sure to take care of her.

      The cultists scrambled into action. Those working on the ritual redoubled their efforts, painting lines from buckets of warm blood. Darren could see the pair of maidens lying on an unholy altar nearby, wrists splayed open and dangling into a fresh set of buckets for the cultists to paint with.

      Next to them, a chubby man had been killed, and his belly fat flayed off to make the candles the cultists were laying out in a circle and lighting one by one. Darren was trying to figure out how to safely diffuse the ritual when a bubble lit up around the cultists, channeled by a group of a dozen of their chanting peers. It looked like they would need to cut the cult down to size before he could even begin to shut down their ritual.

      Callum looked to the vaulted ceilings overhead and grinned. “Looks like just enough room to fly.”

      He took to the air. Despite not having wings, Callum’s flight skill was one of his most cherished abilities. He had honed his entire battle style around being able to swoop down from above and transfer all of his momentum into a deadly blow with his spear that could break through the defenses of all but the strongest opponents.

      The cultists, on the other hand, were entirely unprepared to fight someone airborne. Only a single one of them had a ranged weapon at all, and that was just a sling. They were stuck throwing rocks and knives at Callum in their desperate attempts to hit him. Meanwhile, he flew around the chamber and swept down to take out one cultist after another the moment they were away from their comrades.

      Sensing they couldn’t pull Callum from the sky, most of the sword-wielding cultists turned to Darren, thinking he’d be the easier of the two of them to take down.

      That was the greatest mistake they’d ever make in their lives. And also the last.

      Two dozen charged him at once, and with one swing of his sword, Darren sent two dozen headless bodies toppling to the ground. Some held their swords up to block, and others quickly donned helmets, so they were prepared for battle. It didn’t matter. Before Darren and his blade, all died before they even knew what hit them.

      “By the Seven Hells...” the cult leader said as she reached into her robes. “You are strong, paladin. But not strong enough to stand against the pinnacle of all the powers of hell! Behold, a wand of corruption crafted by the Lady of Darkness herself!”

      From her sleeve, she withdrew something about the length of her arm and as thick around as a coin. Veins pulsed along the length of its purple flesh, and it twitched as though it was alive.

      The head of the wand was polished into a gentle mushroom head, and at the base, there were a pair of rubies. The entire wand had a gentle upward curve to it, giving the weapon a distinctly phallic shape. In fact, knowing the Lady of Darkness, that was what she had in mind when she carved the thing.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Unholy Phallus of Corruption (Mythic)

        	This toy was crafted by Laura, the Lady of Darkness. It contains immense quantities of Demonic Aura, and it is capable of absorbing Divine Aura with which it remains in contact and converting it into Demonic Aura. If left in intimate contact with a being of the Divine alignment, it will slowly convert them into a being of the Demonic alignment.

      

      

      “That weapon is not what you think it is,” Darren said to the cult leader. She might have thought it was some wand of incredible power, but Darren knew the truth. It was one of Laura’s failed attempts at making a sex toy.

      “Ha! Believe me, paladin! I know this weapon. It has been the cornerstone of this cult for thousands of years!” She cackled when she saw Darren’s look of concern. “The Lady of Darkness used wands just like this one to defeat countless seraphim and turn them into the first of her Prime Sins! I wonder what kind of demon you will turn into when I touch you with it!”

      Darren was pretty sure it would take a lot more than a touch to make an item like that work, assuming he didn’t respond to it by using his purification skill. He was pretty certain his skill could at least match the corrupting power of the dildo, if not outright overpower it.

      But testing that would involve touching the dildo, which was something Darren didn’t want to do.

      The cult leader thrust the dildo toward Darren, and he jumped back.

      The cult leader hissed, thrusting the dildo toward him again, and Darren was forced to dodge once more. He was driven further back by the old woman and her villainous weapon, but Darren had ground to give. Behind the two of them, Callum was making quick work of the rest of the cult. Those outside the shield were scattering in their fear and panic, and now Callum was picking off those chanting one after another so that only those finalizing the ritual remained.

      By now, those within the shield had finished setting up all the candles, and Darren sensed Demonic Aura surging all around him. He realized he would need to risk getting touched by Laura’s dildo or face whatever was about to come out of that summoning circle. So he swept his sword low, taking off the cult leader’s hand at the wrist.

      The severed hand still clutched the dildo, and it flew toward Darren’s face. For the first time in the fight, he used all of his speed and skill to dodge. The air shook as he vanished from one location and appeared all the way across the room. The vacuum left in his wake let out a loud crack behind him.

      The cult leader fell to her knees, clutching her bleeding stump. She muttered something under her breath, and a new hand regenerated over the stump. Only this hand wasn’t human. It was as red as blood and had claws for nails. That was a demon’s hand.

      “You’ll pay for that!” she shrieked, then pointed her new clawed hand at the summoning circle. “Behold, the infernal might of Archdemon Kortharat, the giantess!”

      That was a name Darren had heard before. Kortharat was the name of one of the demons he’d killed recently. She’d been the one with the ability to turn into a giant. But Darren was certain he’d killed her, so whoever this cultist was working with in hell, it wasn’t who she thought she was working with.

      The answer appeared a moment later as a dozen ragged-looking demon lords appeared. They looked less like a group of terrifying leaders of demon-kind and more like a band of homeless refugees.

      “Finally, we’ve escaped the Seven Hells! Those insane human warriors will never think to look for us on the surface!” One of the demons chortled. “We can hide right under their noses!”

      “Oh, great lords of Hell!” The cult leader prostrated herself on the ground, forehead pressed to the stone. “I must have your aid dealing with these vile paladins!”

      The demon lords turned to Darren. If demons could turn pale, they would have at that moment.
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      While Callum was perfectly capable of dealing with these cultists, the same couldn’t be said of the demon lords they’d just summoned. Quite a few of them were at the Fifth Order, and those behind them were at the Fourth Order. The demons were packed tight, some riding on top of one another’s shoulders so they would all fit in the summoning circle.

      It gave them a less-than-impressive entrance and was probably a lot less grandiose than the entrance the cultists had been expecting from Kortharat, but these demons were desperate to escape the Seven Hells, likely due to his own actions there.

      Unfortunately for these demons, they’d jumped straight from the frying pan and into the fire.

      Darren tore apart the remaining cultists shielding the summoning circle with a wave of Divine Aura energy constructs in the shape of flying blades. When the shield went down, he pounced on the demon lords within.

      Callum stayed in the air while Darren attacked with full speed. A geyser of demonic blood shot into the air, coating the floors and ceilings, snuffing out the candles, and destroying the lines on the ground.

      Demon claws, arms, legs, and eventually heads flew in all directions. Faster than a blink, the small army of demon lords and their entourage were reduced to mincemeat. His assault came so suddenly and so relentlessly that the cult leader who moments ago thought she’d been saved died from shock upon witnessing the decimation of these demon lords.

      Less than a minute later, Darren and Callum were the only people alive in the summoning chamber. Any cultists who survived did so by fleeing and running through the halls as fast as their legs could carry them.

      “Shall I hunt down the runners?” Callum asked as he hefted his bloody spear. Blood covered his armor and clothes, coating him from head to toe.

      Darren shook his head. “I’ll do it.” He was coated in even more blood, but he used his purification ability on himself. The blood turned to white dust and dissipated into Divine Aura that filled the air. He waved his hand over Callum to clean him up as well.

      Darren wanted Callum to have the pleasure of rescuing the prisoners. The looks of relief and gratitude were what they endured this kind of slaughter for, and it was important for Callum to remember what he was fighting for.

      So Darren chased down the remaining cultists and demons. The evidence for their guilt lay on the sacrificial altars around them. He hoped he could prevent the cult from ever reforming again by cutting these cultists down. It would also ensure that all those prospective cult members would not even have the option of organizing under any of the cult’s survivors. Hopefully, that would cut any ties they once had to demon worship, and they would go on to lead normal lives.

      Darren’s new legendary movement skill, One With the Universe, allowed him to perfectly redirect the energy of his environment. He reached deep beneath the earth, where underground currents of water sped over the bedrock and down the nearby mountains. Those currents came to a sudden standstill, and all that energy was transferred to Darren instead.

      He soared through the citadel, cutting down cultists one after another. His bloody work was finished in a matter of minutes, and he’d hardly even tested his movement skill’s full abilities when he ran out of enemies to hunt down.

      He returned to the central chamber where the cultists had cast their dark ritual and rummaged around in his Inventory for a pair of gloves, a bag, and a chest. He used the gloves to pick up Laura’s discarded dildo, tossed it in the bag, and then locked it in the chest before throwing the whole thing in his Inventory. He was only a little worried about the dildo’s corrupting powers, since he was pretty sure he could fight them off. He was more worried about all the places that thing had been. The dead cult leader said it had been with her cult for generations.

      After he tossed all the demon remains in his Inventory for later conversion into Divine Aura, then he got rid of all the cultist corpses too. This was a nice citadel, and perhaps he could send some of his people over to the Northern Trade Union to clean it up and get it operational again. There was no sense in letting the rats and cockroaches take it over. Or worse, another band of bandits or cultists.

      Darren reunited with Callum a short time later. He was busy directing the survivors in raiding the cultists’ pantry. They were feasting on the freshly baked bread and the pantry full of cheese, though a few prisoners had even gotten ambitious enough to break out the flour and start cooking travel biscuits.

      Not everyone who was rescued was having such a merry time, though. Darren and Callum hadn’t wiped out the families of the cultists, and enough of them knew something was wrong that they ran to the citadel’s armory to get some weapons.

      Unfortunately, they’d realized something was wrong about the same time some of the prisoners had the same idea. So both groups had rushed to the armory, and the fight that followed was more wanton slaughter than battle.

      The prisoners burned with fury for their period of captivity, and they threw themselves at the people, arming themselves with reckless abandon. A dozen bodies lay on the ground already, foremost among them the man Darren spotted earlier. He lay sprawled by the armory door with a sword buried in his guts and a bloody smile on his face. He’d died leading the charge to drive the cultists’ families away from the armory so the prisoners could grab some of those weapons themselves.

      Now, both the cultists’ families and the prisoners were armed. Few among them were warriors, which only made the resulting conflict all the more bloody. Powered by hate and desperation, the prisoners threw themselves at their captors’ family members with fearless eyes and a willingness to die, killing those they perceived had wronged them.

      The cult’s family members held their weapons with shaky hands as they retreated down the hall in a disorderly mob, defending themselves with clumsy desperation.

      Darren realized that if he let this continue, both parties would suffer heavy casualties. They might even lose half the people they planned to rescue to the fighting. Letting them have it out with one another and simply rescuing the survivors would be the easiest solution, but when had he ever chosen the easy path?

      “Stop!” Darren shouted, and an aura of overwhelming presence filled the air.

      People turned to him, and as they did, tendrils of light shot from around Darren and wrapped around each weapon in view. Normally, he couldn’t use Celestial Storm tendrils to tear weapons from their wielder’s grasps, but these were just regular humans, and his tendrils had more than enough strength to overpower them.

      He sucked all those weapons into his Inventory. A few made motions to rush back toward the armory, but Darren used his tendrils to slam the door shut on them and held it closed. If they wanted to keep fighting, they would have to do it with their fists.

      Sadly, that was just what some of the newly released prisoners were willing to do. They charged the families of their former captors, and with grim faces, their former captors’ relatives charged back. They punched and grappled with one another. One of the prisoners went down, and someone on the other side kicked him in the head. That enraged the rest of the prisoners, and they dragged a young woman from the side of the cultists’ families and threw her to the ground.

      Someone pinned her, and another ripped her shirt off to use as a rope to choke her to death. Darren sliced the shirt in two faster than anyone could blink, but the escaped prisoners were insistent, and a moment later, they were trying the same with her torn-off pants.

      “I said, STOP!” Darren shouted, and the air rang with the strength of his voice. The citadel reverberated with it, and Divine Aura rushed out from him. This time, everyone did stop. To them, it felt like the heavens themselves had opened up and issued a mandate that would strike them dead should they deny it.

      Darren’s patience with them was wearing thin, so that might not be too far from the truth.

      “I decide who lives and who dies, not you,” Darren said to everyone fighting. “I have killed those who I wanted to kill and spared those I wanted to spare. This is done, and these people will not bar you from freedom.”

      “They’re cultists!” one of the escaped prisoners shouted. “How could you side with them? Aren’t you a paladin?” His face was red with fury, and the blood that coated his hands probably belonged to one of the bodies behind him.

      “I am,” Darren replied. “But they are not cultists. The real cultists are already dead. These are their families.”

      The man spat. “Same thing.”

      But Darren shook his head. “It is not the same thing. Go return to the kitchen. The others are filling their bellies, and you should as well.” He turned to the cultists’ families. “And you, round up all the children and keep them close. I will speak with you later.”

      He cast them a dark look, and that seemed to mollify the prisoners a little. The two lines froze for a moment, but Darren stood between them. He rested his Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation on his shoulder, and with his massive height, he cut an imposing figure. Neither side wanted to turn him against them.

      Darren reached for a cloak from his Inventory and tossed it to the disrobed woman on the ground. He pushed the men trying to choke her to death off her and wrapped the cloak around her shoulders before guiding her back to her friends, who stepped between her and the escaped prisoners protectively.

      The standoff between the two factions lasted a few minutes more, but Darren maintained his intimidating presence all the while.

      Eventually, the tense moment passed, and the two groups parted ways in peace. Darren followed the prisoners from behind, ushering them toward the kitchen. Once the blood of their fallen comrades was out of sight and being replaced by the scent of freshly baked bread, they rushed to join everyone else in feasting after their long period of imprisonment.

      Darren reunited with Callum again and pointed out the troublemakers of the group for him to keep an eye on.

      “I’ll watch them closely. Don’t you worry, Darren. Most of them have been pretty good. They just want to gather enough traveling supplies to look for their homes or whatever’s left of them in the wake of the demonic invasions,” Callum explained as he gestured around the busy kitchen.

      After reuniting with Callum, Darren left to speak with the cultists’ families again.

      He heard them speaking in hushed whispers, and many of those he’d driven off were now gathered in a circle on the opposite end of the citadel. He stopped before making his presence known so he could listen in on what they were saying.

      “So it seems that paladin was speaking the truth. We can’t get in contact with anybody who earned their robes...” a grim-looking bearded man muttered, brows tight with worry.

      “He’ll definitely slaughter the children and us. We should make our escape as hastily as possible.” A woman wrung her hands through her hair, fidgeting nervously.

      “No, no. If he was going to kill us, he wouldn’t have stopped us from getting attacked. You saw how he helped Jess when those prisoners had her pinned. Animals, the lot of them.”

      “Hush. The cult imprisoned them, and let’s not forget they were prepared as human sacrifices. Their anger is natural, and I doubt they’re ever going to view us with kindness. Martha fed most of them with her own hand, and they murdered her the moment they escaped.”

      The people continued to debate among themselves, but Darren heard what he was hoping to hear. They were focused on escaping their current situation alive and getting somewhere they could lie low. They weren’t thinking about restarting their cult and renewing their practice of human sacrifice.

      There was no small share of vitriol thrown in his direction, though. All these people had been associated with the cultists in one way or another, so the people he slaughtered had no doubt lost many friends and family members at his hands. Their entire plans for the future had been upended in one afternoon. Oddly enough, they seemed to think he was just one paladin of many and that one or two couldn’t have possibly overrun the entire cult so quickly.

      Darren decided to let them think that. He’d already used one of his other bodies to send reinforcements from the Blackwind Empire. Having heard what he wanted to hear, he made his presence known.

      With glimmering silver wings, he descended from above. He withdrew his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero, which let all of them observe his presence. All conversation went silent as he approached.

      “I have decided what to do with you,” Darren announced.

      They stayed silent, waiting with bated breath.

      “You will remain here until further notice. Others will deal with you in a week’s time.”

      And that pretty much summarized the plan Darren had come up with. Sasha would be among the reinforcements he called for, and so these cultists would soon be her problem.

      He didn’t even think about sending them off with the newly freed prisoners. The first thing they’d do when they left Darren’s sight would be to slaughter each other. He’d focus on getting those people healthy enough to travel and then send them on their way. Perhaps King Bogo in Yellowcrest could take them in, or maybe they could help repopulate Salsroth. The survivors there were getting by, and what they needed most were extra hands to help them rebuild and harvest enough food to feed themselves.
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        * * *

      

      Callum and Darren spent the following week hunting for bandits, cultists, and other demons in the Northern Trade Union, using the citadel as their base of operations. Some of the newly freed prisoners used that time to look for their old homes, but most of them were too nervous to make the journey and decided to spend a bit more time regaining their strength in the citadel.

      Now that they had moved into real quarters and had free rein over the place, they were a lot more comfortable staying right where they were. Darren would have a hard time kicking some of them out, at least until the food reserves ran dry.

      The family members of the cultists were the ones who managed the garden, and the occasional supply runs to Yellowcrest to resupply the citadel, and at the moment, they were locked away in their wing of the citadel. The tables had turned for them, and now they got to experience what it was like being prisoners, albeit with better conditions than those their cult had prepared as sacrifices. The children among them were growing particularly rowdy, but until Sasha and the Order of the Rose arrived to keep the peace, Darren didn’t trust the newly freed prisoners and the families of the cultists to get along.

      Fortunately, there were plenty of adventures to be had. While he and Callum had defeated the biggest band of cultists, there were still other foes to fight. In particular, there was that one demon lord his other body had heard about that needed to be dealt with.

      That took them even longer than dealing with the cultists, despite being a much more straightforward quest. The demon lord must have gotten news of what happened in the citadel somehow, because he abandoned the village he’d laid claim to, packed up all his things, and fled for his life, running eastward to the Eastwood Kingdom.

      Their extermination quest turned into a tracking quest that took the two of them deep into the dense wilderness of the Eastwood Kingdom.

      “I heard there are trees here that have never been touched by human hands,” Callum said as he gazed upward in awe at the towering giants, each of them standing taller than the walls of Limedeep.

      They were truly massive trees. It would take ten men to wrap around the trunks completely, and the bark alone was thick enough to build with. Apparently, the original people of the Eastwood Kingdom had thought as much as well because the ruined village they stumbled across had roofs made of bark shingles rather than the thatch the rest of the Sacred Seas preferred.

      “The houses are starting to rot...” Callum shook his head as they examined the ruined and decaying village. “Tragic. It looks like they left in a hurry, though, which is a good sign. Every wagon and wheelbarrow is gone, along with all the food in every pantry and the tools in the various shops. They must have gotten clear of the demon attacks, which means some of them might still be alive.”

      Darren poked one of the rotting, crumbling houses. This village had been abandoned during the last wave of demon attacks, long before Asmoth’Koteth’s army clashed with Darren at Salsroth. This had been the war that the Order of the Rod had used to utterly destroy the Eastwood Kingdom and get most of their rival holy organizations captured by demons to create soul stones.

      This kingdom, which had once been a prosperous nation, was reduced to nothing more than a group of abandoned villages. It might have brought a tear to Darren’s eyes if he hadn’t seen the same sight so many times before.

      “It looks like the demon lord we’re hunting came through here, past the well,” Darren said as he gestured to the well in the center of the village. Unlike everything else, the well looked like it was in reasonably good shape.

      “Yes, I see some footprints here! Odd, I expected this demon to be a big bastard, but the footprints look almost human...” Callum stooped low to examine the marks in the dirt.

      “We’ll follow them from the air,” Darren replied. The two took flight, as they’d been doing to cover ground quickly recently. It was tough to move through such dense forestry, and if they were traveling on foot, it would have taken them far longer to cover ground. But once they got clear of the trees overhead, Darren and Callum could travel through the forest with remarkable speed.

      If they had been bound to following footprints, they would have needed to keep low to track them. Fortunately, Darren’s ability to sense Demonic Aura had been honed to perfection, so he could ignore the physical trail and focus strictly on the magical one, which was something he could do from above the treeline.

      The energy emanations grew stronger, and Darren felt they were growing closer.

      “I see movement up ahead!” Callum shouted.

      Darren frowned. While they were getting closer, they weren’t nearly that close yet.

      But Callum dove beneath the treeline, targeting what he saw. He let loose a ferocious battle cry before vanishing from Darren’s sight.

      The next thing Darren heard was that ferocious battle cry turning into a shrill scream, and he feared Callum had bitten off more than he could chew. He rushed in to save his comrade, but what Callum had attacked wasn’t a demon.

      When Darren landed, he found Callum on top of a young woman with bright red hair and a furious blush on her face. His spear was sunk midway into the dirt next to them, barely diverted in time to avoid skewering the young woman.

      “The Order of the Rod is attacking!” the young woman screamed as she tried to wriggle out from underneath Callum. “Warn the village! Forget about me, it’s too late!”
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      The young woman’s attempts to get out from underneath Callum proved entirely futile. He had been bigger than her when he was just a holy adept, and now that he was a paladin, he had four times the young woman’s weight, not even counting the heavy plate armor he was wearing. She soon realized this and stopped struggling so she could reach for the hunting knife strapped to her thigh.

      “I’m terribly sorry, miss!” Callum hastily scrambled to his knees, which let the young woman draw her knife and lunge at his face with it.

      “You won’t take me alive! I’ll never reveal the location of our village to you!” the young woman yelled.

      Callum caught her wrist easily, but she dropped the knife and caught it with her other hand.

      “Please, put that thing away,” Callum asked, but the young woman took her free hand and pointed the knife at her own throat.

      “I’d sooner die than betray my friends and family!” She motioned as though she was going to stab herself in the throat, and Callum had to tackle her again to stop it, ending up right back in the position he’d started in.

      Darren stepped in to help Callum before the young woman stabbed herself. While either of them would have been able to easily best her in combat, keeping her from killing herself turned out to take both of them working together.

      After Callum pried the knife out of her hands, she reached for Callum’s dagger on his hip. It was a dagger for him, but for her, it was more like a short sword and as sharp as a razor. She nearly got it clear of its sheath before Darren slammed the blade back down into place.

      When that didn’t work, she tried to bite off her tongue and bleed herself to death that way, so Darren had to dig a gag out of his Inventory. Fortunately, Cassandra had acquired quite a few of them for when Morgana was playing the role of their sexy, bottomless maid.

      He pried open the young woman’s jaw and shoved the gag in, and the young woman thrashed all the while. She flailed her arms and legs, and Callum struggled to pin her in place.

      “Stop thrashing, please!” Callum said. “We won’t hurt you!”

      "Lies!" the young woman spat and snarled. "I know what you are!"

      Callum looked at her askance as he held her down.

      "And what exactly are we?"

      "Paladins!" the young woman spat.

      Callum shot Darren a look. He shrugged in reply.

      "That's a good thing, isn't it?" Callum asked. "You guys have a demon problem. It seems to me like you're lucky to have us."

      "Lucky to have you..." The young woman grimaced. "That's what the last paladin said too. He feasted on all our food, demanded we pay him tribute, killed my father, and took my sister who knows where."

      Callum went quiet for a moment as he considered that. "I'm sorry that happened to you. Paladins are just like normal people, just with more power. Some are good, others are bad."

      "It wasn't just him! All the others were just as bad. Your whole Order of the Rod makes me sick! You work with the very demons you were supposed to slay!" Tears leaked from the young woman's eyes.

      Darren went still for a moment, then took a knee. "The Order of the Rod was here?"

      "Here before, and now here again by the looks of you," the young woman said. "Hurry up and kill me. I won't tell you where my village is just so you can murder, steal, and kidnap once again!"

      Callum growled. "I told you, we're not going to kill you."

      "You won't trick me, you evil, murderous bastards!" She kicked and squirmed in place.

      Darren's eyes scanned the ground for footprints. He could tell where this girl came from on his own easily enough. The girl would be a problem though. Her hatred of paladins was ingrained deeply in her, and it seemed like they wouldn't be able to win her trust no matter what they said.

      "Leave her here. We'll hunt the demon lord and be gone soon enough," Darren said. They couldn't have an ordinary human interfering in their hunt. A demon lord would kill her without even knowing it had done so.

      So Darren tied her wrists and ankles behind her with a few swift motions. She had just enough wiggle room to take a tiny step every so often.

      “You sure know your way around those knots!” Callum grinned as he noticed Darren’s swift work.

      “It’s a practical skill,” Darren replied.

      “I suppose so. I picked up some sailing knots, but tying up people is a lot harder. Still, I suppose it is the sort of thing I should learn. You never know when you have to capture a cultist alive or maybe a village girl intent on killing herself.”

      On the far side of the clearing, Darren shoved her knife into a tree at about waist height.

      "Make your way over to your knife and cut yourself free," Darren said.

      "You really think she can make it all the way over there tied up like that?" Callum asked.

      "It will be good training." The girl had a fiery spirit, though she could stand to learn something about picking and choosing her battles. Still, if someone like her showed up in Limedeep hoping to earn a sigil, Darren wouldn't turn her away.

      The young woman squirmed and wriggled, but she had no chance at undoing Darren's knots. After making sure the area was clear of any animals with his enhanced senses, they left her to rescue herself.

      “Those tracks I found back at the abandoned village must have been hers!” Callum said. “That means there are still people living here in the Eastwood Kingdom after all. She mentioned a village, meaning a settlement has to be nearby! That’s wonderful news!”

      But Darren’s thoughts were a little grimmer. “We came here tracking a demon lord.”

      “Oh... curse and damn it to the Seven Hells, you’re right. Human villages don’t last long against a demon lord. We can’t waste any more time with this girl. We need to find a way to get rid of her so we can keep looking for our target." Callum cursed under his breath. “We don’t have time for this sort of thing. If only she’d have just listened!”

      “You did suddenly attack her from the sky.”

      Callum sighed. “I suppose I need to take responsibility for that. The girl can’t die on my watch. Once we’ve dealt with the demon lord, we’ll have time to talk some sense into her. Not all paladins are bad.”

      Darren shrugged. It sounded like her village had undergone a particularly bad run-in with the Order of the Rod. Experiences like those weren't the kind that could be undone with a few words. Certainly not by his words. Perhaps Thalia or Cassandra could do so, but neither of them were with him, so they had to make do with what they had.

      A brief scan of the area soon gave Darren what he needed to continue tracking the demon lord down. They grew closer with each passing minute. Thankfully, the demon lord hadn’t gone much further despite the lead Callum’s run-in with the young woman had given it. Darren had feared that might have been enough time for it to run away, but for some reason, the demon lord had doubled back and circled around this area.

      “I think I’m finally picking up tracks!” Callum said. “They look like giant boar tracks. Each print is the size of a dinner plate.”

      “A giant felbeast, perhaps...” Darren muttered.

      That would explain the demon lord’s unusual behavior. Demons of the felbeast line were less intelligent than their more humanoid peers, even when they became powerful enough to be demon lords. He’d seen many like it in Asmoth’Koteth’s army brought up from Hell. This was likely one of those, only this one had slipped its leash somehow.

      A few minutes later, Darren spotted the beast with his own eyes.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Demon Analysis

      Demon Lord Jil’nareth (Fifth-Order)

      
        	Elder sister of Yil’nareth, this demon lord was born of the Felbeast line and takes the form of a massive boar seven meters tall.

        	She specializes in fire and force attacks, leaving trails of destruction wherever she goes.

        	Beware her tusks, each filled with Demonic Aura and capable of destroying beings and items reliant on Divine Aura for cohesion.

      

      

      This demon was nearly identical to the demon lord Darren had slain while defending the gates of Salsroth. The only difference was this one was about a meter larger than her brother, and her tusks were a little bigger. But there was that same hungry, fiery hatred in her eyes. She wanted to trample over villages and cities, utterly destroy them, and then devour the humans who lived there.

      She was the kind of bestial demon that would stop at nothing to satiate her bottomless hunger that could never be filled. The only thing that would end her rampage would be someone like Darren finally putting an end to her once and for all.

      Based on his understanding of this kind of demon, she should have turned to charge the two of them as soon as she detected their presence. And yet the demon continued doing what she’d been doing a moment before. She rammed her head into one of the massive trees. It already bore many marks from similar rammings, and this was the final blow. Its side exploded in a shower of splintering wood, and the giant of the forest toppled.

      “I never knew how much demons hated trees,” Callum said.

      But Darren’s heart leaped in his chest when he finally realized why Jil’nareth had been so desperate to knock that tree down. It wasn’t the tree she wanted to kill. It was the people living in its upper branches.

      “Not trees.” Darren pointed to the scurrying forms on the other end of the tree. He spotted a man pulling a child from the wreckage of the building built into the tree’s upper branches like a tree house. The broken remains of a rope bridge hung from a nearby tree, and they must have once connected the ruined building to others like it.

      Ever since running into that young woman, Darren had been scanning the forest floor for signs of human habitation. But that had been a mistake because the people here weren’t living in the forest at all. They were living in the tree branches above the forest. They might have passed right by another active human settlement and not even noticed because they were looking for structures on the ground instead of hidden by the dense leaf cover of the forest canopy.

      “Curses and damnation! She’s trying to attack the people living in those tree houses!” Callum pointed to the ruined trees around them. Fortunately, the others didn’t seem to have people in them, which meant the buildings’ inhabitants must have managed to escape before their trees fell. But the same didn’t go for the most recently toppled tree.

      Darren rushed forward, harnessing the power of the universe around him to transport himself nearly instantaneously between the man and child and the demon lord bearing down on them.

      The demon lord charged. Darren threw up a barricade of Divine Aura energy constructs, but the demon lord shook her tusks back and forth and shattered them. Darren remembered the description of those tusks from his skill and realized he was going to have to contain this demon lord the hard way.

      While Darren fought, Callum rescued the two survivors and picked them up under either arm before hauling them up to one of the intact tree houses up above. He dove to search the ruins for anyone else in need of help, all the while keeping an eye on Darren’s fight for a moment he could lend his aid. Given the level difference between him and the demon lord, there wasn’t much he could do in a direct confrontation, but he could still help mitigate the damage the demon lord might otherwise do.

      Darren took out his sword, hoping to end this thing’s rampage with one deadly swing, the same way he’d dealt with this demon lord’s brother.

      She charged at him, and he braced himself with his Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation pointed at her. He could see the demon’s intent reflected in her smoldering red eyes. She planned to bash him aside like she likely had for so many other paladins like him. But Darren was not like other paladins.

      When the hulking demonic boar tried to shoulder him aside, Darren’s sword bit into her flesh. She opened her mouth like she was about to swallow both Darren and his sword whole.

      That was her biggest mistake, and Darren sensed his opportunity to end things once and for all. He shoved his sword straight up through the roof of her jaw, right through the bottom of her skull. If this demon lord’s skull was structured anything like a human’s skull, his blade should have cleaved it in two.

      And yet, the demon lord slipped aside anyway, continuing her charge. If she had only the intelligence of a beast before, now she lacked even that. The demon lord flailed and kicked left and right, releasing all of her pent-up power as she shook her head, trying to dislodge the sword stuck in it.

      She kicked one tree, shattering the sturdy wood that had held it up for who knew how many centuries. The tree didn’t tumble, but an entire chunk was missing from it now, and the building built on top of it would have to be relocated or tumble to the forest floor when the tree carrying it inevitably died. A moment later, it slammed its head into another tree, damaging that one beyond repair as well.

      Ordinarily, Darren would have simply let it exhaust itself. The demon lord was already dead. She just hadn’t stopped moving yet. But the human settlement above meant that he had to contain this demon lord. Both of the trees that it was trying to knock over had people on them, and Darren could see many of them desperately clinging to broken rope bridges connecting buildings.

      Callum was sweeping over the wreckage as he looked for survivors. Whenever he found one, he hauled the debris off them and took them somewhere safe. That usually meant back up to their friends in the tree houses that hadn’t been knocked over yet.

      Darren needed to put the demon lord down before she did any more damage. The only question was how to do that. Normally, he could resort to energy constructs, but the demon lord’s tusks allowed her to disperse such things. Perhaps he should have cleaved those tusks off before going for the killing blow.

      Realizing what he had to do, Darren balled his hands into fists, knuckles cracking under his immense strength. He waited for the right time to strike, and when another massive tree began to topple, he reached out with One With the Universe to harness that immense quantity of energy.

      The falling tree slowed to a standstill, granting all the people living on top of it the time they needed to flee across the rope bridges connecting the building at its top to others like it. All the energy of that falling tree filled Darren, propelling him with incredible speed toward the demon lord.

      Fist collided with fur, and large as the demon lord was, she was sent flying.

      Darren landed on the ground before her, and his impact carved out a crater from the forest floor. The demon lord finally took notice of him again. This time, her hateful eyes were filled with half-lucid madness. There was nothing behind them except the instinct to kill now.

      Jil’nareth charged, and so did Darren. She tried to gut him with her tusks, but Darren grabbed both of them as he flipped around in one smooth motion, using them like handlebars to jump on top of the demon lord’s head.

      She kicked and bucked to dislodge him, but Darren held fast with one hand, beating the demon lord with his other fist. He dug his heels into her, guiding her away from the settlement.

      She slammed her forehead into a tree to squish Darren between it and her skull, but he slipped around to the underside of her throat just in time to avoid it.

      Jil’nareth thought she finally had him in biting range then, and her jaws tried to clamp down around him. But Darren had wanted to be in this position all along because here he could finally retrieve his sword. He grabbed the handle and pulled it toward him, splitting Jil’nareth’s skull from where he’d stabbed her and out the front between her eyes.

      Darren thought that would finally end the fight, but this demon lord was remarkably resilient. The two halves of her face spread apart, revealing a gruesome and bloody visage. He’d cut her brain clean in two, and one-half of it flopped out of the remains of her skull and into Darren’s lap. But the demon lord wasn’t dead yet.

      She shook her head, and the two halves of her face slapped together again with a wet thud. Flesh met flesh, and her body healed at immense speed. Soon, all that was left of what should have been Darren’s killing blow was a thin vertical scar.

      “You are a tough one...” Darren shook the blood from his sword and smiled. Little did this demon lord know, he was a tough one as well.

      Man and beast met in battle once again, and this time, Darren didn’t hold back. Looking up, they were clear of the settlement. Here he could fight without worry. His sword parted flesh, which healed a moment later only to be cleaved apart once again.

      The fight was too quick for mortal eyes to follow as Darren reduced the giant boar into chunks of flesh, only for her to heal and keep fighting. But even her immense healing rate could not keep up with the damage he was doing, especially when he started purifying parts of her body. In what seemed like only the blink of an eye, Darren stood alone on a field of blood and neatly sliced cubes of pork.

      He pulled the demon carcass into his Inventory, surprised to sense a notification from his Limitless Evolution skill.

      

      Limitless Evolution

      
        	Evolve Lifewell (Epic) to Twin Fountains of Youth and Vigor (Mythic)

        	Evolve?

      

      

      Darren put the actual evolution on hold for the next time he was in a good position to make it happen. He’d gotten a bit soft recently and was unwilling to wait the full three days for his skill to work its natural course anymore. He always had Cassandra at hand to speed things up. Besides, without her, sitting there meditating for three days would be rather boring.

      Saving that for later, he doubled back toward the center of the village where Callum was saving some of the locals. The demon attack had knocked down large portions of the village. They would need help if they were to save as many of the locals as they could.

      He arrived in a flash, picking up broken chunks of buildings and tossing them aside to look for wounded survivors among the debris.

      The locals were wary of him, but no villager was bold enough to approach the paladin who wielded a sword the size of a wagon, let alone speak to him. Darren and Callum ignored the villagers as they tried to save as many people as they could.

      Darren and Callum spent the next hour helping the locals rescue their wounded, despite their skittishness. Thanks to Darren’s Inventory, getting debris out of the way was fairly easy, and the two wounded children he found in the original toppled building were easily healed with a bit of Lifewell water. Even most of the wooden boards were salvageable, though everything would take a lot of work to fix. Darren placed their recovered nails and odds and ends in a few piles, since none of the villagers had come out to advise him otherwise. They would need all the supplies they could get to rebuild.

      He kicked the last of the debris lying on the ground spread all around them. A broken slate lay nearby with a few simple letters and numbers drawn on it. It looked like the destroyed building had been a schoolhouse.

      Fortunately, most of the children had been able to hang on to the rope bridge connecting this building to its neighbor and were able to slow their falls significantly.

      There was only one body in the entire mess of wood and shattered trunk. She looked like she’d been a middle-aged woman, though she was barely recognizable now that she’d been smeared into a thin paste. She’d probably been the teacher.

      “Such a shame. I was hoping we could save everyone...” Callum sighed.

      “We still can.” Darren poked the dead woman’s corpse and activated his Resurrection skill. The ability only worked if the target died very recently, so he only occasionally got to practice it. He tried to use it as often as he could, since he had high hopes for what the skill might become when it reached legendary.

      The woman gasped as her broken body knitted itself back together again.

      “...how... what?” The woman gasped. “I’m... alive?” She patted her broken and torn dress. Beneath the ruined fabric, she was healthy and whole.

      “You are alive,” Darren replied.

      “But... the fall... the cracking tree... I felt that wooden pillar crush my chest, and I felt the life seeping out of my broken body. For a while, I felt like I was drifting upward...” She shook herself, wrapping her arms around her chest as she thought to reassure herself that she was alive.

      Darren had indeed seen her soul drifting upward. She was lucky the demon was dead because Jil’nareth would have gobbled that soul right up if she had seen it. Fortunately, the demon was already dead. With this woman's soul still so near and traveling so slowly, his Resurrection skill had no problem putting it back in her repaired body.

      “You’re alright now.” Darren laid a hand on her shoulder.

      “Tell us, please. Why is everyone else so nervous about us?” Callum asked the schoolteacher.

      “Ah, that’s right, you two are paladins, are you not?” The schoolteacher suddenly looked nervous herself. "The last time we had a member of the Order of the Rod here... things didn't go well for us."

      Callum explained. "We are paladins, but not members of the Order of the Rod."

      “The last time paladins came through here, they traveled with some equally large men in black armor they called the Sinful Servants. The meeting did not go well for my people. My husband died, and my eldest daughter was taken as a sacrifice, as were many others. It was such a shame, we were almost ready to move back into our villages and rejoin the world, but we were swiftly sent scurrying back into our isolated tree-top homes. I think they fear you plan to reveal our new location to the Order of the Rod, which will force us all to flee again. That is probably why they are so wary of the two of you, despite saving me and the children.” The schoolteacher sighed.

      “I understand,” Darren replied. “We'll go now.”

      “Wait!” the woman said. “I am Gwen, formerly Lady Gwen, back when my family had a title worth something. I don’t have much to offer, but I would shame my family name if I were to let our village's saviors leave without being properly thanked. Stay for dinner, at least. You are travelers, yes? I have contacts with some of the other hidden villages, along with the princess, who, if things have not changed too much, should still rule Eastwood's capital. Perhaps I can repay you with a map to somewhere you'll get a warmer welcome."

      Darren stopped, then shrugged. “Very well, Lady Gwen. We will accept your thanks.”

      Gwen pointed out her tree house in the distance, and Darren scooped her up and flew her there. Callum followed close behind.

      “I must say, that is far faster than climbing flimsy rope ladders!” Gwen laughed. “If we could fly, we probably wouldn’t be so wary about venturing to the ground.”
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      The village was well built to hide from the outside world. They built within the tree branches, neither creeping above the canopy, nor below it. The leafy branches beneath them provided ample sound cover to dampen any noise they might have made, and all in all they were very well hidden from the rest of the world. Lady Gwen's home especially.

      “All you need is a sigil and to complete a few quests,” Callum said cheerily. “I’m not even an archpaladin like Darren. I just have a flight skill.”

      “An archpaladin?” Gwen withdrew in on herself when she heard Darren’s rank. “I... well... I suppose I should have expected as much after the way you took down that demon. Forgive me for not showing more respect.”

      “No forgiveness needed. I was not offended.” Darren set her down on the narrow balcony surrounding her home, and they walked around to the entrance and slipped inside. The hut was nicer than most around it, and it was made from sturdy hardwood carefully carved and squared off. The tree it stood on was also exceptionally impressive. It was stouter than those that surrounded it, with a straight trunk and a four-way split near the canopy, making it perfect for laying a large round home nestled in its branches. Though this tree home had only a single floor, it was several times larger than most of the others.

      “My husband had this built before he died. He thought I should be in charge of the village, since I was the one with the title. He thought this would be a throne room fit for a Lady or something...” Gwen sighed, but the melancholy expression vanished a moment later and was replaced by a smile. “Let me put some tea on for you to drink while I draw that map.”

      At her insistence, Darren and Callum sat down and made themselves comfortable.

      Callum hefted his mug of tea. “Well, it isn’t a feast in our honor, but I’m pleased someone is happy to have our help!”

      “Yes," Darren raised his cup in agreement.

      Callum tapped the side of his head. “I feel like there’s something I’m forgetting, though...”

      Darren was pretty sure the person they were forgetting was the young woman in the woods. They really should check in on her before it got too dark in case she didn't get to her knife before the sun set.

      But just as Darren was about to say as much, their hostess reappeared with a large piece of parchment and two handfuls of ink bottles and quills. She looked like she was about to drop it all at once, so Darren stood up to help.

      “Oh, thank you, Sir Archpaladin!” Gwen smiled as Darren helped her carry her cumbersome load over to her writing desk nearby. “Normally, my daughter is here to assist me, but she’s out on a run to the local well. It’s a dangerous trip, but it’s been a while, and the rain barrels are nearly empty. Someone has to make the trip and bless her heart, my daughter always volunteers to go, noble title or not.”

      She wiped a motherly tear from the corner of her eye, pride and concern at war on her face.

      “She sounds like a strong girl,” Callum said.

      “Oh, that she is! A little spitfire! She got this little knife for her birthday from one of the village boys. She said if bandits ever captured her fetching water, she’d skewer them first thing! And if that didn’t work, she’d skewer herself or bite off her tongue before they could drag the location of our village out of her.” Gwen wiped a tear from her eye that was halfway between concern and pride. “I’m just glad she was away from the village when the demon attacked. Knowing her, she would have gotten herself in trouble trying to rescue people...”

      Darren froze for a moment. Perhaps he'd need to check in on that girl a little sooner than he'd thought. He checked on Gwen’s drawing, seeing how close to done she was. He realized he might need to excuse himself for a bit and was about to say as much when Gwen misinterpreted his look.

      “Out of tea? You just sit right back down. I’ll pour you another cup.”

      Darren and Callum sat in Gwen’s lobby drinking tea. Callum and Gwen chatted a bit, which suited Darren best since she seemed a bit less anxious talking to Callum.

      Darren, meanwhile, was stretching his tendrils over the area, searching for someone. He found the person he was looking for, but not where he expected her to be. Gwen had every right to be proud of her daughter. If she'd been a trainee back in Limedeep, Darren would have been impressed she made it so far through the forest so quickly.

      Unfortunately, their time with Gwen was likely to end when she returned home. Considering how hostile she'd been to Darren and Callum in the woods, finding them in her home talking with her mother might be stroke-inducing. Darren had already used his resurrection for the day, and he feared he wouldn't be able to save the girl from herself a second time.

      So their time with Gwen was running short. It would be best to get all the information out of her that they could as quickly as they could.

      “Most villagers live in forests or mountain caves like us. We’ve broken off contact with the outside world, except for the princess’s settlement on the coast. I suppose you could say what little remains of Eastwood is playing dead. It will take generations for our population to recover, especially if we get more waves of demon attacks like the one that just happened," Lady Gwen explained.

      “There should be no further demon attacks soon. We will see to that," Darren replied.

      So long as his people could continue to contain most of the demons deep in the Seven Hells, they shouldn’t be able to muster any sizable force to attack the surface kingdoms like Eastwood. Or anywhere else, for that matter. They'd taken the fight to the Seven Hells, and now it was the humans terrorizing the lands of demonkind.

      “Well, that will be good to hear, but at this point, I won’t get my hopes up until I see it.” Gwen let out a sad laugh, frowning as she tried to get her line of the coast to match her other map.

      Darren glanced out the window and saw the crowd was gathering. Most of them were on the younger side, most even younger than Gwen’s daughter.

      Darren was fairly sure that wasn’t a coincidence. The elders in this village knew how powerful paladins could be, and so they were hiding in their homes, frightened and afraid. From what he gathered, their last visit from the Order of the Rod had been a number of years ago. Those who'd actually witnessed the event were terrified.

      They were lucky they hadn’t run into a real pair of paladins from the Order of the Rod instead of Darren and Callum. Even an ordinary pair of unaffiliated wandering paladins might not take it easy on these frightened village folk.

      Fortunately, Gwen was nearly finished with her map. They would take it and leave as quickly as they could. Darren reached into his Inventory and withdrew his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero. This was about to get awkward, and Darren figured Callum was better suited for dealing with the awkward part.

      “Darren?” Callum looked at him curiously.

      With his cloak active, Darren was unnoticeable to anyone except those he allowed to see him. That meant Callum could still look at him fine, but to their hostess, it was like he’d vanished. She might have commented on his absence if not for the knock on the door that came a moment later.

      “Mother! Mom! Are you alright?” a young woman said from the other side. The voice was the same as the woman Callum and Darren had run into earlier in the forest.

      “You’re back! Goodness me, I was worried about you with the demon attack!” Gwen threw open the door, wrapping her daughter in a warm embrace.

      “Mom, I heard from the others that you were kidnapped by a pair of paladins!” the young woman said, eyes glancing around the room. She soon laid eyes on Callum, though thanks to Darren’s cloak, he avoided her notice.

      “Oh no, dear. Sir Callum here is one of the two paladins who saved the village from a demon attack.” Gwen cast Callum a beaming smile. "And you should be especially thankful to Archpaladin..." She looked back and forth, eyes sweeping right over the place where Darren stood, and yet failing to see him.

      “No, Mother! Quick, run away! He and his friend are bad men!” The young woman tugged at her mother’s sleeve. Then she turned over her shoulder and called out to all those who’d followed her to her mother’s home. “The evil paladins are back!"

      “Listen here, girl. There's been a misunderstanding.” Callum jumped to his feet, holding up his hands to wave the young woman and her horde of angry kids off. "Darren and I saved this village from a big and powerful demon. You have nothing to fear from us. The people who caused problems for you are an organization called the Order of the Rod. Have there been any other paladins besides the one who killed your father and took your older sister?"

      “He’s probably like that other paladin who showed up a few years back!” a pimple-faced village boy shouted.

      “Yeah, the one that insisted he could purify all the girls of their virginity in a sacred ritual of his!” Another young woman scowled, face red as she bounced a rotting fruit in her palm.

      Callum sighed. "Well crap. I guess we should take off while we can, Darren. Darren?"

      Callum turned to find Darren, already invisible to all others but him, quietly slipping out the window with Lady Gwen's map.

      There was more growling and grumbling, and the anger in the adolescent crowd was building. The young woman leading it all only added to the outrage as she led the mob into her home.

      "Children! Stop! Go home this instant! These men aren't the villains you think they are, and even if they were, you wouldn't be able to drive them out of the village if you wanted to." Lady Gwen waved her hands and took a stance between Callum and the village youths.

      The young woman huffed with her chin uptilted as she waved her little hidden knife. “I think paladins aren’t as scary as you think, Mother! If we work together, we can chase them out of the village before they cause trouble for us again!”

      “Yeah!” the teenagers cheered, a few hefting kitchen knives and others wielding torches. The young woman leading them stepped forward and the angry mob advanced to follow her.

      Darren broke part of the window squeezing his shoulders through it, but he gingerly mended the broken wood as best he could and waved goodbye to Callum. He pointed back in the direction they'd come from as he left.

      “Darren!” Callum cast him a pleading look for help, but to everyone else, it looked like he was just talking to the empty air.

      “Better run,” Darren suggested, just as a few crowd members started pulling out more rotting fruit from their pockets.

      “There’s no need for that, everyone!” Gwen held up her hands and desperation in her voice. She cast one last pleading glance back at Callum even as she tried to talk her daughter and her friends down. “Please, the paladins will leave after I finish speaking with them. Everything is under control. You should return home to your families. I’m sure they’re all worried sick about you.”

      “We don't want you in our town!” Gwen’s daughter shouted.

      “Yeah! Get out of town, paladin!” the pimple-faced boy added.

      “Daughter! This man and his comrade slew a powerful demon! Didn’t you see the knocked-over trees?” Gwen insisted.

      “They probably brought the demon in themselves and killed it to win our support! We’ve been fooled by the Order of the Rod and other paladins before. The last three times we were attacked by demons, were they here to save us? I think it’s awfully suspicious that two supposedly powerful paladins are showing up now! They’re here to swindle you, Lady Gwen!” The pimple-faced boy pointed his finger at Callum in accusation.

      Gwen tried to talk sense to the irate teenagers a little further, but it was no use. Their fury was building to a breaking point. Eventually, someone broke, and Callum was struck by a rotting tomato.

      "Okay, that stinks..." Callum said as he wiped the rotting fruit off his forehead. "Yeah, I think I'll see myself out. Thank you for your hospitality, Lady Gwen. If you all want me gone, then fine. Consider me gone.”

      “See that? He’s afraid of us! Get out of here, Order of the Rod scum! Quit taking advantage of Lady Gwen!” shouted the pimple-faced boy.

      Callum waved his hand, smacking a flying tomato out of the air. Rather than shoulder aside the crowd to leave through the door, Callum opened the shutters of the window Darren had just slipped through and squeezed past it himself. 

      He snapped the same shutter Darren broke on his way out, and with a grimace, Callum caught it before it fell and tried to stuff it back in place.

      “He’s trying to wreck Lady Gwen’s home! Don’t you think you’ve caused enough property damage during your stay here, paladin scum? You already made a demon attack our trees! You know how much work it’s going to be to relocate those buildings?”

      “Screw you all!” Callum huffed as he took flight and hovered just outside the tree house. “Just remember, a real member of the Order of the Rod would probably have killed a few of you! Don’t think you can pull this against another paladin!”

      “Finally, now we can hit him without messing up Lady Gwen’s furniture! Have at him!” the pimple-faced boy shouted, and dozens of pieces of rotting fruit went flying in Callum’s direction. He flew off, and the villagers practically chased him out of town. He didn’t stop until their voices went quiet, and the settlement was far behind him.

      Darren waved to Callum as he was chased out of the village. Despite Callum taking flight and the kids being on the ground, they managed to trail him for a surprisingly long time, and even nailed him with rotting fruit a few more times before he gained enough height to put himself well out of sight.

      “Well... that sucked....” Callum sighed as he wiped rotting fruit out of his hair and took off his armor to clean it. “After all we went through to save those people from that demon lord...”

      Darren appeared beside him, moving faster than eyes could follow. He sat down on the same boulder Callum had seated himself, though Darren was perfectly clean.

      Darren gave Callum a pat on the shoulder. “Not all quests go rewarded, and yet we complete them all the same.”

      Callum gave Darren’s perfectly clean appearance an unamused look. “How come I’m the only one who got pelted with rotting fruit?”

      “There are many reasons to improve your skills. That is one of them.”

      Callum stared at Darren, and Darren stared back at him.

      Eventually, Callum broke first and cracked a smile, which soon turned into a belly-clutching laugh.

      “Heavens above, what a pair we make! These adventures of ours always end in chaos, don’t they?”

      “But we still succeeded in the end."

      “Aye, that we did, Darren.” Callum pulled his armor off, tossing it aside as he cleaned himself up. Darren got the rotting fruit off Callum’s equipment by pulling it all into his Inventory and then taking it back out again with the debris removed.

      “Feeling better?” Darren asked as Callum put his clean armor back on.

      “Much.” Callum sighed in contentment. “Tell you what, Darren. Let’s make a deal. If you don’t tell Turiel about me getting chased off by a bunch of teenagers armed with rotting fruit, I won’t tell Cassandra, Morgana, Sasha, and Asuriel about you getting chased around by an old woman with a dildo.”

      “She was a cult leader, and it was a weapon of incredible unholy power.”

      “It was a dildo, Darren!”
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      After getting chased out of the village, Darren and Callum dealt with all the remaining quests in the area, staying well clear of the settlement. They took care of three open portals to hell, a couple of imps, and a few minor demons. There weren’t that many quests to be had, but that was because so few sigil wielders had walked through these lands. The ophanim’s ability to survey the local area was probably quite limited.

      But Darren would change that soon. He would send his people in to scout the area. They’d complete any quests they came across, and he could come back to finish off any quests they couldn’t.

      Nothing on their lists was a real challenge to Callum. Darren stayed back and let Callum complete the quests one after another, and he watched Callum’s soul all the while. It was growing stronger bit by bit with every adversary he overcame. Fighting the cultists had helped a lot. He would be ready for the Fourth Order with perhaps one more life-and-death battle, or a few weeks of these milder challenges.

      While Callum was fighting, Darren studied Gwen’s map. Eastwood was bigger than he suspected. It was about the size of Whiteguard, though unlike Whiteguard, which was mostly fertile farmland, a lot of Eastwood had always been untamed forests.

      It was a nation that always had a lot of potential, but just when it looked like it was going to finally realize that potential, the Order of the Rod played its tricks on them. They called all the sigil wielders from Eastwood to rush to their aid and then worked with demons to butcher the lands those sigil wielders came from. Most of the sigil wielders were captured by demons at the Battle at Bridgefort, the decisive conflict that granted the Order of the Rod, and ultimately Kalaziel, complete control over Whiteguard. Eventually, they leveraged that into nearly uncontested control of the Sacred Seas until Darren came along to ruin their centuries of planning.

      And so what Darren was most interested in was located further east and along the coast. When the Eastwood Kingdom lost all of its defenders and was overrun by demons three times over, they needed to beg for whatever aid they could get.

      Naturally, the warriors of the Order of the Rod were the only ones with the manpower to answer, and they charged a heavy price for their help.

      They set up their base of operations in the ruined city of Castingwatch, which was once the Eastwood Kingdom’s capital.

      The king and queen were long dead, along with most of their kingdom’s population. The remaining princess had been married off to a connected lord from Whiteguard, though Gwen’s news said that they too had died rather recently in the sudden surge of demon attacks, leaving their daughter as the Order of the Rod’s puppet queen-to-be.

      After all Darren had done in the Northern Trade Union and the Blackwind Empire without drawing the attention of the Order of the Rod, he figured their resources must have been taxed working elsewhere. Besides the lands of Whiteguard itself, Castingwatch was the place where they were most active. That meant that if Darren wanted to disrupt Kalaziel’s plans, he had to go to this city and cripple the Order of the Rod’s influence there.

      In Darren’s mind, the chance to kill all the demons was just a bonus. But if the last few days of adventuring with Callum had proven anything, it was that he needed more boots on the ground, not just him and Callum. It would take dozens of encounters to ferret out every imp, cultist, and felbeast, and it would take dozens more to change the local perception of sigil wielders, and paladins especially.

      Fortunately, he could look through Morgana’s sigil to see the help he’d asked for was about to arrive at Neverhorn Citadel, the ruins he and Callum had recently liberated from cultists.

      After finishing the last of Callum’s quests, he and Darren reunited with Morgana, Sasha, and Asuriel. Thalia remained in the Empire’s capital, and with Cassandra there to help her, the broken Empire was quickly being put back together. Still, his other three companions weren’t needed much, now that things were stabilizing. They’d come ahead of everyone else to secure the citadel, but now their subordinates were arriving by ship, which made repairing and administrating the ruined citadel finally feasible.

      Asuriel was the first to spot him and Callum flying from afar since she was in the air over the ruined citadel herself for a leisurely flight and to keep track of the damage. She was wearing Darren’s old cloak, so the presence of a Fifth-Order seraph went unnoticed. Not that she needed to hide anymore. Sasha had brought three Fourth-Order humans to help establish order in the Northern Trade Union and the Eastwood Kingdom. Now that things were winding down in the Blackwind Empire, these powerful men and women were growing rather restless.

      “Darren!” Asuriel shouted as she flew to meet the two of them. “You called, and we came! I would have come sooner, but Sasha and Morgana are still slow. I thought about flying off to find you a few times, but Sasha said you two needed guy time or something. I hope I missed nothing fun.” Her face turned into a pout.

      Callum coughed. “Nope, strictly boring, normal quest completion stuff.”

      “Indeed.”

      Asuriel eyed Callum and Darren suspiciously, but then she shrugged and wrapped her arms around Darren’s waist to pull him into a tight hug.

      Darren returned the gesture, and Callum wiped some sweat off his brow now that it looked like Asuriel wasn’t going to quiz them about their recent adventures too closely.

      Asuriel led Darren down to meet the others while Callum separated to check in on the prisoners they’d freed, as well as the families of the cultists. The two groups had enacted an uneasy truce and had stayed on opposite sides of the ruined citadel.

      Some of the freed prisoners had left already and made their way southwest on foot as they headed back to the city states of the Northern Trade Union, but many others were still lingering where they were.

      “How are things here?” Darren asked.

      Asuriel shrugged. “Humans are being dumb and grumpy. You know, the usual stuff. Sasha bashed a few heads together, but now they’re playing nice.”

      “Good. Take me to her.”

      Asuriel and Darren circled the citadel a few times as they looked for Sasha, and eventually they found her speaking with a few of the freed prisoners. She had them in the practice yard and had given a couple of the young women from that group practice weapons. Now she was running them through a few practice drills.

      Darren and Callum waited until she had them performing simple thrusts and parries on their own before pulling her away to talk.

      “You’re training them?”

      Sasha nodded. “A few of them are quite grateful to you. They might make good recruits for the Order of the Rose someday. And it gives them something to do. They’re growing restless.”

      Darren wasn’t so sure about that. When he loomed over the practice yard, the women fighting with swords and spears struggled to practice on their sword forms. Several pairs of eyes were darting toward them, and one unfortunate girl misplaced her forward foot as she stepped into her thrust. But she was looking at Darren instead of where she was placing her feet, and she slipped and fell on her face, much to her embarrassment. A few of the other girls looked on smugly, and a couple of them laughed.

      “No laughing!” Sasha turned and glared. “If you want to join the Order of the Rose, you have to learn to work as a team!”

      Darren smiled in approval. Perhaps Sasha could turn these motley women into warriors after all.

      “Morgana is talking with the other group, the families of the former cultists,” Sasha said as Darren turned to leave.

      A few flaps of his wings later, Darren landed on the other side of the citadel compound and watched Morgana leading a scene somewhat reminiscent of what Sasha was up to, though with her own touch. Like with Sasha, the crowd gathered around her was made entirely of young women. They sat around her in a circle, watching her with rapt attention while she spoke.

      “All of you are guilty by association. Your mothers, fathers, cousins, siblings, or what have you, were members of a dangerous and deadly cult that wasn’t long for the world, given recent events in the Seven Hells. That association forever stains your souls, and you will never have the life you might have lived if you hadn’t been screwed over. You will have things rough. If you want to survive and redeem your family names, you are going to work hard!”

      Murmurs ran through the crowd of gathered young women, but not one of them stood up to leave. Darren nodded in approval. He knew what trainees looked like under Sasha’s command, but he was very curious about what Morgana planned to teach these trainees. She’d never volunteered to be an instructor before.

      “Luckily, I am a kindred spirit to the rest of you.” Morgana pressed a hand to her heart. “Like you, I consorted with demons, and even now, I am working to regain the trust I lost.”

      “How did you do it?” one girl in the crowd asked.

      “The same way all of you will!” Morgana replied. She jumped off the barrel she was sitting on, and with a grin, she pulled the lid off and tossed it aside. “You will all prove your devotion to the side of light!”

      She kicked the barrel over and out spilled dozens of maid uniforms. One of the young women picked one up curiously.

      “Aren’t these a little skimpy for maid uniforms?” she asked.

      Morgana shook her head. “No, that’s exactly how you want them! Serving as a maid is only one part of your path to penance. The second half involves finding yourself a heaven-blessed husband! After all, what better way to leave your evil past behind than to get yourself hitched to a warrior of the light? Don’t worry. I rewrote Sasha’s latest set of orders so the reinforcements arriving today and meant to take control of this citadel are all the most dashing, heroic, and handsome young holy adepts, paladins, and clerics you can find in the Sacred Seas.”

      “A-and... you think if we win their attention, our families won’t be forever associated with evil cults?” the young woman asked, still looking at her maid uniform.

      “Cross my heart and swear to the heavens. Now hurry up and put these things on! They will arrive any minute now, and first impressions are everything!” Morgana started urgently handing out skimpy maid uniforms.

      Darren shook his head. He supposed that was one way to solve the problem. And it wouldn’t harm his men to have someone worth coming home to. So many of the holy adepts on the way to fill out the rank and file of the citadel were fresh recruits from Limedeep, barely out of their teenage years. They would no doubt be quite enamored with these maids of Morgana’s.

      Seeing she had them under control, Darren finally gave in to Asuriel’s constant tugging on his sleeve. The two of them ran off to find a quiet place somewhere for a little fun while the new arrivals settled into Neverhorn Citadel.
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      Asuriel and Darren tried going at it in the air, since Asuriel said it was possible and wanted to try it. However, it took a bit of getting used to, and it was awkward. But when Darren found a new skill to practice, he would continue to hone it to perfection.

      Fortunately, Asuriel wasn’t nearly as loud as Cassandra, so they didn’t disturb their forces settling into Neverhorn Citadel. The rest of the afternoon was a bit hectic as they moved in wagon loads of things shipped over from the Blackwind Empire and Limedeep, courtesy of Cassandra’s merchant fleet.

      Darren was surprised by the size of the growing crowd. There were three people at the Fourth Order, an archpaladin, an archpriestess, and an archcleric. Beneath them were roughly a dozen each of paladins, priestesses, and clerics. The Third Orders served as the heart and soul of the citadel and would be the ones completing the majority of the quests in the area.

      Beneath them were about three hundred holy adepts. These young men and women were too weak to complete quests alone, but in teams of five, they could take on lower-rated dangers. Having their eyes on the ground would also let them spy on the area for Darren’s sigil network, which would let either him, Cassandra, or his mother up in the Heavens set new quests for the Third-Order warriors to complete.

      But matching the holy adepts in number were dozens of cooks, blacksmiths, masons, carpenters, and other tradesmen. Darren hadn’t even thought about that aspect of repairing and maintaining the citadel. In the past, whenever something needed to be repaired, or a shelter built, he’d always done it himself.

      But Sasha had experience with these sorts of army-sized logistics and had planned accordingly. He made his appreciation known at the feast the cooks held while everyone settled into the castle.

      “You organized this well, Sasha. I am impressed,” Darren said as he sat next to Sasha at the highest table in the citadel’s main hall. Recently, he and Callum had fought off a cult and a small army of demon lords in this very room. The bodies were gone now though, and the leftover Divine Aura from the kills meant the chamber felt charged with power. It was a good place to linger and contemplate the heavens.

      “How impressed?” Sasha asked as she stabbed an odd-looking vegetable. She held her fork up for Darren to try, and he tasted it. When he made a noise of approval, she risked a bite herself.

      “Impressed enough that I hope you found a good bedroom.”

      Sasha blushed. “Getting an appropriate bed shipped over to the new citadel we’re claiming was a priority. Cassandra included several.”

      “Perfect.” The two finished their meal, and Darren vanished for the second time that day.
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      Darren and his forces spent the next week scouting the area, securing their supply lines, and generally preparing Neverhorn to serve as the citadel it once was.

      Sasha made deals with merchants in Yellowcrest to send over anything that wasn’t already on the way by ship. Soon, the ports of Salsroth would be repaired enough for the Silver Sword Merchant Company’s transport fleet to start docking there. That would make ferrying supplies easier and do a lot to help revitalize the destroyed city simultaneously.

      But Darren was growing increasingly anxious as he saw no signs of Kalaziel. Only his prudence and the desire to ensure his people were protected and ready kept him from charging into Eastwood himself. Kalaziel might be hoping he’d do just that and might have set a trap in Eastwood accordingly.

      If the Prime Saint thought he could get rid of Darren just like that, he had another thing coming for him.

      Darren had Sasha send his subordinates out in all directions, scouring the land as they advanced slowly eastward. There were definite signs of demonic activity, but nothing as powerful as the demon lord he’d killed to save that small village Lady Gwen and her people lived in.

      These little sources of Demonic Aura confused Darren all the more. If the seraphim were present in large numbers, they would drive all the Demonic Aura away. Kalaziel might have had a deal with the Circle of Archdemons to secure the Sinful Servants for the Order of the Rod, but he had no such deal with the rogue minor demons springing up in the area.

      Everything Darren knew said these demons should be attacking any divine presence with all their might or fleeing for their lives. There were only two possibilities. Either Kalaziel and his forces weren’t in Eastwood at all, or they had something like Darren’s cloak to hide their presence.

      After cutting down the demonic population in the territory, their forces encroached ever closer on the one official remaining settlement of the Eastwood Kingdom, Castingwatch. It was the capital and the only bastion of civilization in this ruined wilderness land. Here, the last surviving daughter of the Eastwood royal family served as a puppet of Whiteguard.

      While Kalaziel might be able to afford a few cloaks like Darren’s for his subordinates of the seraphim, surely he wouldn’t be able to do the same for members of the Order of the Rod in the city. The map and information Darren had gotten from Gwen told him they had their own quarters within the new palace and were a frequent sight in the city, as they made their rule known.

      Like in the Blackwind Empire, they’d completely replaced the Eastwood royal family’s military and personal guard with men and women from their order, so there was no way they could be in hiding.

      “The city of Castingwatch doesn’t appear to have as large an Order of the Rod contingent as we believed...” Sasha picked up a few miniature wooden swordsmen from the city meant to represent the Order of the Rod and moved them off the map.

      “So it would seem.” Darren stroked his chin. “We need to infiltrate the city.”

      Sasha’s eyes lit up. “Good idea. I will ask for volunteers among the holy adepts. We can get a team of five furnished with fake merchant goods, and they can pretend to be a small wandering caravan looking to trade goods. It will be a good excuse to get them into the city. Then, the moment they’re in there, you can look through their eyes and look for any signs of divine or demonic presence yourself.”

      Darren had initially intended to put his cloak on and check the place out himself, but he was still getting used to having subordinates who could do that kind of work themselves. Reluctantly, he decided Sasha’s idea was better. If this was a trap, Kalaziel wouldn’t waste it on a couple of holy adepts, giving Darren that much more time to get the lay of the land.

      Sasha found six men and women eager to volunteer. They’d served as a team on several scouting missions already. With a small cargo ship and a few goods, they appeared to be exactly what a band of traveling merchants might look like. Sure, they were armed, and a few carried their sigils openly, but this was a dangerous land, and nobody without that kind of power would dare make this kind of journey, even by ship.

      After that, Darren merely had to wait and see. With Morgana, Sasha, and Asuriel all lingering close at hand, the days passed far quicker than they should have. He also spent time upgrading his Lifewell.

      

      Limitless Evolution: Item Evolution

      Lifewell (Epic) has evolved to Fountain of Youth (Mythic)

      
        	This fountain generates a large amount of water that heals and repairs living tissue to its most unblemished state. Drinking the liquid it creates rapidly restores lost limbs and organs, temporarily blessing them with healing powers that can pour over and grant them a minor healing ability to aid those around them. The water can restore youth and vitality indefinitely and grants biological immortality through frequent use.

      

      

      Darren nodded in approval. The healing effect and the amount of water the item could produce had been dramatically enhanced, which were the two main things he was hoping for. Keeping himself and his favorite women spry and youthful enough to keep breaking bed frames every night was just a bonus, though the Blackwind Emperor would certainly have been desperate to get his hands on an item like this.

      If Darren had possessed this a year ago, he might have even been able to get the Blackwind Emperor to kick out Whiteguard and side with him instead, though that would have required getting to the Emperor back when he was still thinking for himself.

      But unlike the Blackwind Emperor, Darren wasn’t astonished by biological immortality. Darren knew that if he was going to die, it would probably be in battle, long before his lifespan ran out. For his purposes, the healing effects were more important.

      The only thing troublesome was that the Lifewell had gotten quite big after its evolution. It was a fountain now, and its appearance had changed accordingly. It was as wide as a dining table, with water pouring out of a spout in the top. The water trickled down carvings of old women that slowly turned younger and younger as the water reached the basin at the bottom.

      The pool was large enough to fill a hundred of his old Lifewells, which would be good for healing a mob of exhausted prisoners. But it would be difficult to whip this thing out in the middle of a battle to take a sip, which was what Darren was most concerned about.

      Restore Fountain of Youth to flask form?

      Fortunately, the item was powerful enough to have that feature built-in as well. When he selected that option on his sigil, the fountain vanished in a shimmering blast of light and then shrank down into the familiar form of his Lifewell. Darren worried it had lost its new abilities in its condensed form, but a quick taste told him otherwise.

      Darren called in a few older men and women from the citadel staff to help him test his fountain of youth, since he wanted to be sure it didn’t turn people into babies. He could imagine standing on the battlefield guarding a band of a hundred mewling infants from a horde of demons because he hadn’t tested the fountain ahead of time.

      Fortunately, some settings let him adjust that sort of thing from his sigil. It looked like he could set a minimum age on the thing, and he asked around about the youngest most people would want to be.

      “I need to fit into one of those sexy maid uniforms that all the girls in the citadel are prancing around in. Set it a bit on the younger side,” a gray-haired woman pleaded.

      “Me as well! I’ve seen the way those dashing young holy adepts are eying those maids!”

      One of the older men coughed. “Say, how old would you say the average holy adept recruit is? You know, the guys just starting out. I see the way those maids are eying those holy adepts...”

      In the end, Darren set the age to somewhere around the early twenties. That was old enough to let everyone relive their youths, but not so young he'd have an army of feisty teenagers. He'd learned his lesson on that front already.

      The fountain of youth became surprisingly popular with everyone in the citadel, and just about everyone wanted to be part of Darren’s tests with it. Or at least, he was surprised. His companions were less so, once they heard what it did. He used it on everyone, from ordinary humans to a Fourth-Order archpriestess. By the time news finally came in that their spies had finally reached Castingwatch, just about everyone in the citadel had drunk their fill. Darren had to put it away. Otherwise, it would be hard to convince next week’s arrivals that these were their commanding officers.
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      The following night was extremely noisy, with many moans and creaking beds echoing through the citadel halls. Darren used the time in between rounds to look through the eyes of the holy adepts in Castingwatch.

      The city had a rustic wilderness feel to it. Everything was made of wood, some of it having been sawn and cut to size, while many others were simply enormous logs laid atop one another. The sturdy wall around the city was little more than a bunch of tree trunks buried in the dirt to form a palisade.

      Saws echoed up and down the streets, most pulled by hand, but a few of the bigger ones ran off water wheels lining the stream along the city’s northern side. Castingwatch sprawled as wide as Limedeep, though people weren’t as densely packed. There was enough room for small gardens scattered around the various houses.

      Darren had heard that Castingwatch was entirely dependent on food from Whiteguard in exchange for their lumber to survive, but it looked like a few of the locals had at least tried their hands at growing their food locally. Unfortunately, the number of paths to the Seven Hells north of the city and the number of minor demons already roaming the surface would have made regular farming both extremely risky and extremely dangerous, which meant their gardens would help vary their diets, but they were still very much dependent on trade for staples like grains.

      There was a stark contrast in housing in the city as well. Most houses had a crude and rustic log cabin look, usually with the bark still on their sides. But north of the river, the houses grew many times larger. The houses had four or five stories, smooth painted walls, and an air of craftsmanship the others lacked. Many of the houses were hanging banners from Whiteguard, clearly displaying their allegiance.

      “No demons. No seraphim...” Darren muttered as he flicked through the eyes of each of the holy adepts. They’d separated into three pairs of two as they scoured the city. Ostensibly, they were trying to contact local merchants to set up trade deals, but in truth, they were looking for information.

      Three of them had sensory enhancement skills, and with Darren’s skill, he could push what they saw to a new level. But even then, he saw no sign of his enemies. Eventually, one of the holy adepts he was observing struck up a conversation with one of the locals, a matronly woman trawling through the modest garden in front of her bakery, with her ovens cold and empty behind her.

      “Aye, things are a bit rough now.” She tore a carrot from the ground, scowling at its modest size. “Whiteguard tripled the price of grain overnight, and I can’t bake bread for a price people are willing to pay.”

      “Why would they do that to you?” the holy adept Darren was looking through asked.

      The woman shrugged. “People started getting a little rowdy last week when half the garrison from Whiteguard went home with the last grain shipment. After her majesty the queen died in the last demon attack, a few fools said it was time to rise up and let Eastwood rule itself again. Those fools didn’t realize one paladin in armor with a sword can chop the heads off a hundred regular men armed with frying pans and pitchforks without even breaking a sweat. Their little rebellion failed miserably the first time, and then they went and did it again. They should have known this was going to happen...”

      “Thank you. Perhaps the Silver Sword Merchant Company can start selling grain here. We’ll have to tell the chain of command how high the prices are here.”

      The woman scoffed. “As if Whiteguard would let your ship dock.”

      “Farewell, good lady.”

      “I ain’t no lady! And you take care now! Many people in the city have been falling ill with some new sickness. We’ve been calling it blight touched! Turns your skin cold and dead looking. Nasty stuff.”

      “I will be careful.”

      Darren heard similar stories from the other holy adepts talking to the locals. Everywhere, people were hungry and somewhere between frightened and angry. But the most interesting part of the story to him was that they all mentioned similar details about the warriors from Whiteguard. Many of them had left the city just a week prior, leaving nothing more than a skeleton force behind to keep order.

      Everyone wondered what could have happened to draw them home in such a hurry. Darren was wondering the same thing.
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        * * *

      

      Darren relayed what he saw to Sasha the following morning and shared his frustrations with her.

      “We’re being smart about this, remember?” Sasha wrapped a hand around his side while they lay together in bed, her head resting against his shoulder. “Be patient.”

      “You’re right...” Darren muttered. He just didn’t like the idea that he didn’t understand what his enemies were up to. When were they going to fight?

      Morgana nuzzled against Darren’s other shoulder. “I know this is terrible for you. You like to be all knowledgeable and in control and stuff. But I’m excited about the mystery. What’s going to happen? Are they going to attack Limedeep while we’re away? The Blackwind Empire? The fear is making my heart race...”

      At Morgana’s words, Darren hastily checked in on some of the sigil wielders in Limedeep and the Blackwind Empire. But there was no sign of Kalaziel there, nor of his agents.

      “You should smack her on the rear for making you worry, Darren!” Asuriel said from where she sat on top of his stomach.

      “If we start again this early, I’ll get nothing done all day,” Darren replied. As much fun as his women were, they had a way of keeping him from his duties.

      So Darren forced himself out of bed. He and Callum were meeting up for a few minor quests again. None of them really should have warranted Darren’s attention, but he wanted to keep tracking Callum’s progress so as to elevate his friend the moment he was ready for the Fourth Order.

      But the moment he got out of bed, a new quest flashed before his eyes.

      

      Quest Available!

      
        	Cleanse the undead outbreak in Castingwatch! (Hard)

      

      

      He turned to his women, each of whom sat upright at the same moment he had.

      “Did you all get a new quest?” Sasha asked.

      Darren nodded.

      “Yep.”

      “The one about undead?”

      Darren hadn’t been the only one looking through the eyes of those holy adepts. He sometimes felt his mother’s presence somewhere in the sigil network, though he’d never been able to truly communicate with her. But he felt her hand in this new quest.

      Darren closed his eyes and focused on his sigil again, bringing his attention back to the senses of the holy adepts he’d been looking through just a moment before.

      The first thing he heard was screaming. He flicked through the vision of each of the six holy adepts until he found someone going to investigate. People were running in all directions. Some grabbed whatever they could use as makeshift weapons, while others simply fled as fast as they could.

      “Form a circle! Don’t let them out into the rest of the city!” a man said as he tore free one of the tent poles from his fruit stand and wielded it like a spear.

      “Where are those damn paladins from Whiteguard when you need them? Someone run to the palace and tell them there’s undead in the city!” a woman shouted as she tore her frying pan off the fire, dumped out the food she was cooking, and then wielded it like a weapon.

      Next to her stood a man with a felling axe, ready to chop the zombies shambling toward them like cutting down trees.

      The makeshift militia held the line when a zombie lunged toward the woman with a frying pan. The rotting corpse’s exposed teeth went for the woman’s neck, but she blocked it with her skillet, giving the man beside her the chance he needed to split the zombie’s skull open with his axe.

      Nearby, the man with the tent pole jammed his stick right through a zombie’s eye socket. With the undead firmly stuck on his stick, he forced it over to the nearby fire pit and jammed the undead into the blaze. He held it there while its skin turned crisp and only fell back when his pole started burning.

      But there were more zombies wherever these came from, and while they could handle two, they couldn’t handle ten. That was when the holy adept through whom Darren was watching the scene made his presence known.

      “Stick behind me!” he shouted, finger pointed at one of the zombies. The people standing around turned their gazes toward him as he unleashed a fist-sized ball of white fire.

      The white fire leaped from his outstretched finger to the zombie’s skull, instantly engulfing the entire undead in a brilliant white blaze. When the fire faded, the zombie collapsed to the ground, laid to rest at last.

      The holy adept fired three more bursts of power in quick succession, felling a zombie with each blow. Sensing they had someone with real power among them, the locals grouped around the holy adept.

      “Are you with Whiteguard?” the woman with the frying pan asked.

      “No, I’m from Limedeep.”

      “I don’t care where you’re from, but if you can get these undead bastards off us, lead the way!” the man with the burned pole said. They all looked at him with bright and hopeful eyes.

      But Darren sensed something the holy adept didn’t. There was something deadly and powerful coming their way, and it wasn’t something this holy adept could face. The clouds overhead darkened to herald its arrival, and the shadows stretched longer, and the black within them deepened. Miasma filled the air, giving it all the rich evil aura of the Sixth Layer of Hell.

      The people didn’t even have the chance to see what killed them. Only the holy adept lived long enough for that. A towering skeleton the size of and wearing the armor of a paladin emerged from the ruins of a nearby building. He wielded a massive sword, and with one swing, he slaughtered the entire group of humans. The holy adept through whom Darren was watching summoned a shield to ward off the fatal blow, but it was only barely enough to save his own life, and he lost his left arm in the process.

      “Back!” the holy adept yelled, blood dripping down the sides of his lips. He fired his white flame again, but Darren knew it was no use. The hulking undead ran him through with his sword.

      Darren opened his eyes and deactivated the feed from his sigil. That had been a Deathknight, created from a former paladin. And from the look of its armor, it had been a paladin of Whiteguard. Odds were, whoever this was had once been part of the local garrison.

      Darren issued an addendum to the quest his mother sent out and gave the five remaining holy adepts the quest to regroup and find shelter while saving as many of the locals as they could.

      “Tell everyone I’m headed to Castingwatch.”

      “Nope. You’ll have to find somebody else to tell everyone because we’re headed with you!” Sasha declared.

      “Yeah! Let’s go kick some undead ass!” Asuriel pumped a fist.
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            INTERLUDE: PRINCESS CLAIR

          

        

      

    

    
      Princess Clair of the Eastwood Kingdom entered her room with purposeful strides, her auburn hair falling in waves around her shoulders. As she settled into her usual spot on a cushion by her window, she wiped the makeup off her face with a cloth. She had grown weary of the façade that hid her true determination from the world. Current circumstances forced her to feign ignorance of many things involving the Order of the Rod and how they were exploiting her country.

      She had to hide that knowledge, but someday she would put it to use. Clair would stop at nothing to reclaim her kingdom and protect her people, even if it meant defying the Order of the Rod that held her captive.

      She peered through the shutters, her keen eyes scanning the city below. Behind her, the Order's men went about their business, unaware that the princess was listening intently, hoping they might forget to lock the door to her room this time. The distinct click that came a moment later soon shattered her hope. Those heavy iron gates belonged in a prison cell, not in her lavish and pink bedchamber.

      Her parents, now deceased, had managed to carve out a realm from the broken remnants of the once-proud Eastwood Kingdom. Despite their loss, Clair was determined to carry on their legacy. But the last few years had seen the kingdom’s fortunes turning for the worse, and her power dwindled even more as the Order of the Rod pried total control away from her.

      If only she’d been a little wiser as a girl, she never would have let them gain such a foothold in her capital, despite them being the only hope to hold off the demon hordes. But it was too late to fix that mistake now.

      With the recent demon attacks undoing her parents’ progress, her kingdom was now poorer than ever. Fields lay trampled, and the people were too frightened to venture into the demon-infested woods.

      "Be strong, Clair," she whispered to herself, turning away from the window. She needed to find a way to save her kingdom and keep her people from losing hope.

      Glancing out the window, Clair noticed a commotion in the market square. People were running, while a few brave souls armed themselves with makeshift weapons. A shambling figure lunged at one of the defenders, only to be struck down by an axe. Clair's heart raced as she recognized the telltale black mist of undeath escaping from the fallen attacker.

      Undead were in the city!

      "Guards!" she called out. "Report to Commander Xavier immediately! There's an undead outbreak in the city market. Send reinforcements before it spreads further!"

      The guards hesitated, unsure if they should obey a captive princess. Frustrated, Clair pointed to the chaotic scene below.

      “Look!”

      “We’re not supposed to step into your cell — uh, I meant, your room," the guard hastily corrected himself. "It wouldn’t be appropriate, Your Majesty." He shrugged helplessly.

      “Oh, bugger the rules! Get in here and look! This is a matter of life and death. Not just for the townsfolk, but for you and me as well if an undead outbreak is allowed to rampage uncontained throughout the city!” She grabbed the bars and shook them before running over to her window and staring with concerning intensity.

      Eventually, one of the two guards caved and she heard the lock come undone. The guard came over to her window, and she pointed out the scene in the market to him. She reached her other hand around his side as he peered out the window, and with swift and delicate fingers, gently lifted the key from his belt.

      Meanwhile, the guard’s eyes focused on the market. Realizing the urgency of the situation, the guard finally agreed to relay her warning to his superiors.

      “Aye, it does look pretty bad, Your Majesty. I’m sure the others have already seen and reported this, but I’ll send word to the paladins of the Order of the Rod just in case.”

      The guard swiftly departed, leaving Clair with only one man guarding her cell.

      Minutes ticked by, and the remaining guard grew anxious.

      “I fear something happened to your companion,” Clair suggested.

      “He should be back by now,” the other guard said, voice tinged with worry.

      “Yes, he should be. You should go check on him.”

      The guard glanced at Clair, thoughts at war behind his eyes.

      Clair batted her lashes at him. “I promise I won’t be going anywhere so long as that door is locked.”

      The guard nodded. “Alright. I’ll be right back.”

      The moment he was out of sight, Clair reached into the folds of her dress, where she held the key plundered from the first guard’s belt. As she fingered the literal key to her freedom, her heart pounded in her chest.

      She cast a glance in the direction of the market. The miasma was spreading, and both guards she’d sent to investigate were gone and hadn’t returned. That seemed like a very bad sign.

      She weighed her options. While the bars to her cell might hold against a few zombies, she didn’t have enough food in her room to sit until they rotted away. Nor could she sit idle while her people were eaten alive. No, she had to do something, and she couldn’t do it from inside this cell.

      Clair hiked up her skirt and strode down the stairs, listening for the sound of people. The kitchen was located on the ground floor of her tower, so that was where she ended up first.

      “What are you doing here, my Lady?” one cook asked, her voice rising with surprise. She dropped the rolling pin she was holding like a club. “It isn’t safe for you!”

      “What do you mean?” Clair asked, though she had a good idea what the problem was.

      “The guards said there’s been a massive zombie outbreak in the city.” Sweat poured from the cook’s brow in a visible trickle, her words coming in frightened pants. “Nobody can contact Captain Xavier or any of his men, either, which means we don’t even have any sigil wielders. It’s just a few men with swords against an undead horde! We’re certain to be overrun. You need to get to the docks and flee to Whiteguard!”

      Clair's heart sank as she realized things were even worse than she feared. "I'm not going to run. Tell everyone who can hear you as they flee through the streets that I, Princess Clair of Eastwood, do hereby cordially invite them into the palace for safety."

      "What, you want the entire city to hide here?" the cook asked incredulously. "In the palace? This isn't a castle, you know."

      "No, but we can fortify it like one all the same," Clair replied with determination. "Undead are tough, but they aren't smart. What small walls we have should be enough. We'll use every resource available to us to protect the citizens of Castingwatch. It's the best chance we have."

      "I'll... I'll spread the word if I can, my Lady..." the cook said reluctantly.

      Clair sent her a confident smile in return, though inwardly she was just as nervous as the cook. Still, she put up a bold front as she addressed the other castle staff and found out what they knew.

      Things were grim out there, and her two guards had been commandeered shortly after leaving her side to help fight their way to the docks. Apparently, some castle staff had seen the highest-ranking lieutenant among the guards leading his men from the barracks in a glorious charge to seize one of the ships in port. Now, they were fleeing with all haste and had already set sail. So much for the brave men of Whiteguard meant to protect them.

      This was why it had been a mistake to depend on Whiteguard for troops and support. Though Eastwood could hardly have afforded it in their current state, she should have found a way to hire and arm her own people.

      Where was Captain Xavier? Where were the paladins of the Order of the Rod? Just one of their number would have been enough to crush this outbreak when it started. Now that it had spread, it might take two or more, but a few determined paladins standing shoulder to shoulder could hack through a horde of undead on their own. Clair had seen such things with her own eyes. But now, in their time of need, both the paladins and their subordinates had fled.

      Though the zombies had yet to arrive, the disappearance of the guards had thrown everyone else in the castle into chaos. The staff knew the guards knew something that everyone else didn't, and the lack of activity from Captain Xavier's paladins meant something unexpected was afoot. Were there any sigil wielders in the city at all?

      What happened to the Order of the Rod contingent that was supposed to be stationed to defend Eastwood? Captain Xavier was an archpaladin, and his powers should have been enough to defend the entire city on his own.

      Clair spoke to more people, all of whom were surprised to see her out of her room. She encouraged them all as best she could, but she tried her best to gather what they knew about events outside the gates. The news she heard didn't bode well for the city. When she confirmed the spread of the undead with her own eyes on the battlements, her stomach dropped.

      "Keep the gates sealed, but set up ladders over the outer walls. Most zombies don't have the coordination to climb a ladder, but people do," Clair instructed. And for lack of someone else to lead them, her people did as she asked.

      Captive princess or not, her words still held some weight, it seemed.

      "Now, everyone, gather in the palace courtyard. We must begin fortifying the palace immediately."

      People arrived to find their princess organizing teams to move furniture and other heavy objects to block entrances and reinforce walls. She was far from the strongest woman in Eastwood, but she lifted what she could, unafraid of dirtying her dress in this time of need.

      More than a few of the men who'd arrived in the palace thanks to her warning and offer of sanctuary felt guilty just looking at the sight, so they followed her lead. Soon, they had the main gates barricaded shut.

      "We would be completely lost without you, Princess!" A dirty-looking man held a greasy hand to shake his princess’s hand, but he glanced at his dirty fingers and grimaced.

      But Clair shook his hand anyway. “I hope to have your help a little more yet, good sir.”

      The man blushed and ran his hair along the back of his neck. “Ain’t nobody ever called me sir before. Certainly not a princess…”

      Clair led her people into transforming the rest of the palace into a stronghold. While it wouldn’t hold against an army, she was confident it would hold against zombies.

      “You sure know a lot about zombies, Your Majesty,” the man said when Clair described how the zombies lacked the ability to jump with any skill, and so lacked the ability to cross ditches and pits without first filling them with other undead bodies to step over.

      “Techniques for fortifying an area against the undead were a major subject of study when I was a girl,” Clair replied. “Anyone could learn what I’ve learned.”

      More people climbed the shaky rope ladders and made their way into the palace in their desperation to flee the zombies roaming the streets. The criers Clair set on the walls inviting them in helped point them all to safety. More than once, a zombie tried to chase men and women up the ladders and failed to hold on for more than a pace, proving Clair’s old zombie survival tutor right in the end.

      With an ever-growing number of citizens under her protection, the palace became a beacon of hope for Castingwatch among a growing sea of death. But their defenses had yet to be truly tested. Once those undead ran out of citizens to devour outside the palace gates, they would turn their hunger to those who had found safety inside them.

      The sun dipped below the horizon, casting a foreboding darkness over the city. Tensions were high along the gates and walls surrounding the palace. The walls around the palace were built for withstanding an angry mob, not an undead horde. The snarling teeth and grabbing hands were getting a little too close for comfort for the men and women Clair set to patrolling the walls and helping what few humans could still make it through up and over them.

      Those who were already inside braced for the inevitable onslaught of the undead. Clair and her people had fortified the palace to the best of their abilities, and now they could only wait.

      The first wave of zombies arrived, shambling toward the palace gates with a cacophony of guttural moans. Their pallid, decaying flesh and lifeless eyes struck terror into the hearts of the onlookers. Clair, however, refused to be intimidated. She climbed atop a makeshift platform, rallying her people with a fierce determination.

      "Stand firm, my friends! We will protect this palace and each other!"

      Heeding her call, the defenders took up their positions. One of the first things they’d done was raid the supplies the garrison from Whiteguard had abandoned. They’d equipped themselves for battle as best they could.

      Carpenters became slingers, and dockhands became spearmen. Hunters-turned-archers notched arrows, aiming for the approaching horde, while those less skilled with ranged weapons braced themselves for close combat. As the first volley of arrows rained down upon the undead, the greasy man stood by Clair, gripping a weather-worn spear.

      "I never thought I'd be fighting alongside a princess," he muttered, trying to suppress his fear. “It’s like I’m in some sort of fairy tale.”

      Clair gave him a determined smile. “When we make it through this, I promise I’ll have someone write a fairy tale of you.”

      The greasy man smiled as he gripped his weapon and jammed its point down the wall into the eye socket of a zombie climbing a little too high over its fellows.

      The initial skirmish was chaotic, but the palace's defenses held strong. The undead had difficulty surmounting the barricades, and many were felled by the hail of arrows. The defenders fought fiercely, inspired by their brave princess.

      Then, a hush fell over the battlefield as a massive figure lumbered into view. The very air seemed to grow colder as the behemoth approached, its powerful limbs propelling it forward. The undead monstrosity was unmistakable – it was Captain Xavier, once a towering archpaladin clad in gleaming armor and a majestic blue cape, now a horrifying abomination of his former self.

      His once-gleaming armor was now corrupted, covered in a vile, dark residue. The blue cape that had once represented his status and nobility now hung in tatters. His eyes had always been cold, but now they burned with a frigid and unholy fire.

      "No... not him," Clair whispered, aghast at the sight of her former protector.

      With each step, Captain Xavier's corrupted archpaladin powers manifested in twisted ways. Dark energy swirled around his massive form, and with a flick of his wrist, he sent bolts of death magic flying towards the palace defenders, dropping them where they stood.

      Clair lost more people in that one attack than she had since the undead outbreak began. The skin of each man and woman struck blackened and withered. They toppled to the ground, only to rise again as undead to join the mindless horde.

      The monstrous undead captain marched directly towards the main gates, his gaze locked on Princess Clair. This was no zombie. The archpaladin’s former power meant as an undead he was a cut above the rest. Clair had only ever read of such powerful creatures in ancient texts recounting the last war between seraphim and demons. She feared she faced a deathknight, one of the most fearsome strains of undead.

      One deathknight at the Third Order could topple an otherwise respectable defense. A deathknight at the Fourth Order would take someone on Captain Xavier’s old level to defeat. And Eastwood had no other archpaladins.

      Was this it? Would the protector Whiteguard provided be the death of her and all she cared about?

      Clair braced herself, unable to move as the deathknight locked her in place with his terrifying visage.

      But as Xavier raised his arm to fire a devastating beam of death energy at the gate, the greasy man leaped in front of Clair, shielding her with his own body.

      The beam struck the greasy man with full force, and he cried out in agony as the dark magic coursed through him. In a matter of seconds, his body twisted and contorted, transforming him into one of the very creatures they were fighting against.

      With his last breath as a living man, the greasy man gasped, "Princess... run..." before succumbing to the darkness that had consumed him. Clair barely managed to dodge out of the way.

      He grabbed her dress trailing behind her and pulled. Clair pulled back, and her dress tore midway up the back. The zombie hauled her back, and the dead man’s teeth just barely nicked her shoulder as she rolled out of the way.

      Shielding her for a moment broke whatever petrifying gaze she’d fallen victim to, and now she slipped away to take cover in the palace.

      “Retreat! Retreat to the palace!” Clair called out, shouting to all those who could hear her over the screams of agony.

      With no choice but to retreat, Clair led the remaining survivors into the main palace, frantically barricading the entrance just as they had done before. The oak doors leading into the palace were sturdy, but Clair had no illusion that they would hold against a deathknight.

      “Princess, what do we do?” the palace cook asked, looking even more terrified than before. She was right to be worried.

      Clair wracked her brain for encouraging words while she straightened her tattered clothes.

      Her dress, now ragged and torn, was scandalously skimpy for a princess. She was getting more than a few odd looks from men and women alike, and would likely have gotten more if everyone weren’t terrified out of their wits.

      She needed to say something that would give these people hope. But when she felt her shoulder start to itch and saw the tiny bite had drawn blood, she knew there was none. She could feel the curse of undeath creeping through her veins, and before long it would take her over completely.

      “Pray to the Heavens for a savior,” Clair suggested, heart as heavy as stone.
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        * * *

      

      As the undead continued their relentless assault on the palace, the survivors within could only listen in horror to the cacophony of groaning, interspersed with the occasional thumping of the deathknight as he cleaved at the oak door and slowly carved his way through it.

      Clair’s mind raced and searched for a way to save her people from the nightmare they faced. But the pain in her shoulder was intensifying, and a chilling realization settled over her. She wasn’t going to last much longer.

      She had to stay strong so the others wouldn’t lose hope. She had to survive as long as they did. But she couldn’t become one of the monsters like those outside. That might break what little hope they had left.

      Eventually, she turned to the cook. With a trembling voice but eyes filled with determination, she pleaded in a hushed whisper, “Tie me up.”

      “W-what?” the cook asked.

      “I need you to tie me up.” Clair dipped her shoulder low and showed the bite mark to the cook. “I can feel the curse taking hold. I won’t become one of them. I need you to tie me up so you can put me down if I turn.”

      The cook’s eyes went wide, and tears leaked down her cheeks. “Princess…”

      “Not so loud. I don’t want the others to hear,” Clair whispered back. She dragged the cook up the stairs to the balcony above the entrance to the main hall, where most of the survivors were huddled. Her throne stood on a raised platform at one end. She sat on the throne, thinking it was a fitting place for the last princess of the Eastwood Kingdom to die.

      “Tie me up right here,” Clair said. She figured she could give a speech or two and give some encouraging words before the curse took her.

      The cook's eyes welled up with tears as she nodded, understanding the gravity of the situation. Using a sturdy rope, she secured Clair's hands and feet, binding her tightly to a nearby pillar. The princess's breathing grew shallow as she struggled against the encroaching darkness within her.

      As the undead continued their siege, the survivors huddled together, praying for a miracle. They knew that their only hope was to somehow hold out against the seemingly endless hordes of undead and the terrifying deathknight leading them. Yet, the odds were not in their favor.

      Outside the palace doors, Captain Xavier's corrupted form continued to hammer away, the wood splintering and cracking under his relentless assault. With each powerful blow, the survivors felt the certainty of their doom drawing nearer.

      In the dim light of the palace, bound to the pillar, Clair closed her eyes and whispered a silent prayer. She begged the heavens for a savior, for a miracle that would deliver her people from the jaws of death. And as the darkness threatened to consume her entirely, she hoped against hope that her plea would be answered in time.

      Just as the situation seemed at its most dire, the oak doors finally gave way, shattering under the force of Captain Xavier's relentless attack. The massive undead form of the former archpaladin stepped through the splintered remnants, an aura of corrupted power emanating from his monstrous visage. The survivors cowered in terror, knowing that their end was near.

      But just as Captain Xavier raised his arm to unleash another devastating wave of death energy upon the survivors, something unexpected happened. A brilliant flash of radiant light cut through the gloom, slicing through the air with the speed and precision of a lightning bolt.

      Before anyone could process what was happening, the massive undead froze in place, unable to move. Someone of immense strength picked the deathknight up from behind like he was made of straw. And then that someone tossed the deathknight aside. He waved his hand, and golden light shone from his palm and swept away the miasma filling the air.

      As the dust settled, the figure stepped through the wreckage of the door, the source of the blinding light. He was a paladin. He wore a loose tunic that barely concealed his muscled frame, and his hands held a truly enormous sword. He had the body of a warrior, but he carried himself more like he was out for a stroll than prepared for battle.

      And behind him, two sets of wings receded and vanished in a puff of light.

      Princess Clair felt blood pulsing through her temples. The golden glow of the man before her filled her vision completely, and she realized what was happening. The curse was taking hold and devouring her soul from within her body. These were the last lucid moments she'd ever know, and in those moments her mind had chosen to envision the perfect savior. Someone handsome, wise, and powerful beyond peer. The perfect paladin sent straight from the heavens to answer her people's prayers. It was simply too good to be real.

      Then, her imaginary savior did something distinctly undreamlike.

      He glanced at a hand-drawn map in his hand, clearly holding it upside down as he frowned at it. When he looked up from the map, he waved to the survivors. “Is this Eastwood?”

      That was all Clair's poor battered mind could take, and she quickly lost consciousness.
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      Finding Eastwood with Lady Gwen's map had been a bit tougher than Darren had hoped. The tall trees surrounding the city masked it from the air, and they found several destroyed and abandoned cities on the way to the one they were seeking. Her cramped writing was neat, but Darren feared he rushed her too much in making it, because the coastline didn't look at all how it was supposed to.

      Fortunately, Darren could cover ground fast, as could his companions. Eventually, he found a city teeming with activity, though not necessarily with life. The undead plague had spread to every corner of the city. The survivors who remained had barricaded themselves in the sturdiest structures spread throughout the city, and no small number of them had swum out to sea to watch the chaos from the water on makeshift rafts or whatever they could throw together.

      All would be doomed sooner or later. Undead could break down barricades given time, and there were enough minor demons in the waters of the Sacred Sea that the undead on shore would not be the survivors' only concern.

      But they wouldn't have to worry much longer, for Darren and an entire contingent of his forces from Neverhorn had arrived. Darren set his sights on the densest collection of undead. There was even a deathknight there. It had been some time since he'd fought one of those.

      Darren landed behind the thing, tucking his wings in and cracking the earth as he plummeted downward. He drew Melancholy as he fell, activating purification as he did so. He grabbed the undead by the armor. A former archpaladin of the Order of the Rod, by the looks of him. He had a few ideas of what to do with something like this.

      He picked the undead up, activating One With the Universe and heaving the undead aside with strength preserved from his fall. The undead's limbs flailed helplessly as he was tossed straight over the palace walls and into the undead-filled streets beyond.

      After that, Darren checked his map again. He was pretty sure he was in the right place, but the city had changed a lot since he saw it through his holy adept's eyes.

      "Is this Eastwood?" Darren asked.

      The survivors nodded.

      Darren nodded appreciatively. There were a lot of frightened civilians here, but fortunately he had his companions to turn to. Asuriel touched down lightly behind him. Morgana and Sasha followed close behind, though their landings weren't half as graceful.

      "Ooh, a palace!" Morgana gushed as she climbed back to her feet after nearly slamming her face in the mud on her landing.

      "The palace of Castingwatch, if I'm not mistaken," Sasha clarified. She held her hands out as though she was about to fall over as she steadied herself.

      But Asuriel had her eyes over Darren's shoulder and up to the balcony. There, a young woman dressed in what had formerly been finery sat tied to a chair. Asuriel's eyes lit up with glee, and she manifested her wings once more to skip the stairs and fly right up to her.

      "Darren! Look!" Asuriel said as she floated around the nearly naked woman. "She's tied to a chair!"

      Darren looked at the survivors, a woman in an apron who looked to be a cook quickly stepped up to explain. "Sir paladin, that's Princess Clair! She's been bitten. Is there anything you can do?"

      Darren nodded. One wave of his hand with his purification ability was enough to cure the curse of undeath. The curse was essentially just Demonic Spirits trying to propagate themselves, and such spirits didn't even qualify as First-Order demons.

      If it wasn't for the fact that they couldn't be killed without Divine Aura, they wouldn't be a problem. But his mere presence could eradicate First-Order demons, so simply by standing near him everyone in the room was immune to being turned to undead. Which was a good thing, because several people had been bitten besides the tied-up princess.

      After making a small show of waving his hand and letting golden light flow over the survivors, he joined Asuriel by the bound princess. Asuriel had been eagerly waving her arms to catch Darren's attention from the moment they found the princess.

      "Look, Darren! It's a woman of culture like me!" Asuriel gestured to the tied-up princess. "This one is clearly a connoisseur of the arts, though her knotwork could use a little work."

      “No way, another tied-up princess?" Morgana chuckled as she rubbed her hands together. She shot a glance at Darren. "You really have all the luck, Darren. Are you sure you don't have a skill for this?"

      “It is indeed strange that it happened twice.” Sasha nodded.

      "Three times if you count Cassandra. She's just a noblewoman, but her family is probably richer than the Eastwood royal family," Morgana laughed. "You know, Darren, you would probably make a top-notch kidnapper."

      But Asuriel shook her head. "Look at the way her dress is strategically torn. She was clearly up to something pervy when she was attacked! What a naughty princess!”

      Darren figured Asuriel would be the expert on that, so she was probably right. The princess certainly hadn’t said anything that would make him think otherwise, though that was mostly due to the fact that she'd gone unconscious shortly after his arrival. He had fixed her little undead problem, but there had been dozens of Demonic Spirits clinging to her body like phantom leeches when he arrived, and they'd drained a lot of her energy. He figured she'd be out for a while.

      Darren took care of a few hundred undead outside while Asuriel handled the princess and got her somewhere comfortable. Morgana and Sasha helped him. His forces from Neverhorn soon proved to have the situation well in hand, though, and they hardly needed him to chase down individual zombies. Darren realized wiping out too many would rob his subordinates of valuable combat experience, so he took a step back to let them finish off most of the undead and returned to the palace, where he healed all the infected he found.

      Asuriel commandeered one of the palace sitting rooms to put the princess in, and when she signaled that the princess was waking up, Darren joined her.

      “I think she’s waking up!” Asuriel said as she poked the princess in the cheek. “Places, everyone!”

      Asuriel scrambled to her position, leaning along the arm of the plush chair they’d selected for Darren. It was meant for two people, but he filled it up alone. She leaned against Darren’s side, head pressed against his arm with a coy and aloof smile. Morgana did the same on the other side. Sasha rolled her eyes and took up a position as well. She was the only one of the three tall enough to stand behind Darren and still be seen, so she leaned over his chair, resting her head in the crook of his shoulder.

      All in all, the three women succeeded in painting Darren as a conquering warlord, surrounded as he was by beauties and the trappings of power. He would no doubt seem quite intimidating to this princess when she woke. It was important to put himself in a position of power when negotiating with foreign leaders. Thalia had taught him that. Darren wasn't really sure what that meant, so he'd asked his companions for help. Asuriel had been all too eager to aid him.

      Eventually, Princess Clair began to stir. Darren was pretty sure it hadn't been necessary to tie her hands behind her back again after untying her from the chair, but he'd left that job to Asuriel and Morgana, so he put his trust in them. For all they knew, this princess could be a spoiled brat or completely loyal to Whiteguard, so negotiating from a position of power was important.

      The princess opened her eyes, pushing herself off the floor with bleary eyes. She glanced down at herself, taking in the ragged and torn scraps of her dress that were all she had to cover her. She looked as though she was surprised she was still alive.

      “Am... am I an undead?” she asked as she studied her cuffed hands carefully.

      That wasn’t the first question Darren had expected, but he answered it all the same. “No. You are alive. You are Princess Clair, yes?”

      “I... I am indeed, sir paladin.” Princess Clair gathered before their eyes, straightening her back into the closest semblance of nobility she could manage, given her current condition. “I... I don't recognize you. Forgive me. Might I ask your name? Have you come from Whiteguard to replace Captain Xavier?”

      Darren shook his head. “I am not from Whiteguard. I am Darren Heavengrace, from Limedeep.”

      “My apologies, Sir Darren of Limedeep.” Princess Clair blinked clarity into her eyes, widening a little as her vision cleared and she took in Darren’s hulking form and the three women leaning against him.

      “Not sir,” Sasha corrected. “This is King Darren of Limedeep, so the proper honorific would be ‘Your Majesty.’ Or, since he is wed to the Empress of the Blackwind Empire, I suppose you could also call him his Imperial Highness.’”

      Princess Clair let out an audible gulp. “M-My humblest apologies, your Imperial Highness! I must say, you caught Eastwood at a terrible time. We’d welcome someone of your personage any other day with a feast.”

      “No need,” Darren said. “I saw you were under attack by undead, so I came.”

      “You... you came to save my city?” Clair’s eyes watered, and she bowed her head deeply in thanks. “Then you have my humblest gratitude. If there is anything at all I can do to repay you, simply ask.”

      Silence filled the air, and Clair kept her eyes on the ground. Her face was pale, like she feared she’d said something wrong. When she finally gathered the courage to look up again, her eyes turned to the three women beside the powerfully built king sitting before her.

      Asuriel and Morgana each gave her a coy and knowing smile in response, while Sasha, over Darren’s shoulder, let out a brief snort.

      Eventually, Darren spoke. “I need your help to restore order to the city.”

      Understanding lit in Clair’s eyes. She glanced at the manacles around her wrists. “I see. I promise you shall have my full cooperation. Eastwood is yours, King Darren. As am I. We were under Whiteguard’s rule before. Can I at least ask if my people and I will be treated worse than we were under their rule?”

      Darren shrugged. “Up to you.”

      Clair nodded solemnly. “I understand. I will be certain to please you as best I can then. H-how should I start?”

      Darren stood. “Fix the city while I do better things. My women will help you.”

      Clair blinked in surprise. “O-oh. Okay. I thought...” She glanced down at her manacles and her torn dress.

      “Ha!” Asuriel tilted her nose up and sneered at Princess Clair. “If you think you can impress our man with such sloppy knotwork, you have another thing coming! While you’re organizing the repair effort, I’ll teach you to tie yourself up properly!”

      “...huh?” Princess Clair’s mouth opened in confusion as Asuriel and Morgana scooped her up.

      “Don’t worry, Darren! We’ll train this captive princess up for you! Soon, Eastwood will be a nice vassal kingdom waiting on your every word!” Morgana waved as she and Asuriel hauled the princess off.

      Darren waved them off, mind already on the next task. Callum was recovering from his fight.

      Sasha took off to supervise the efforts to clear out the last of the undead. Meanwhile, Darren went to see Callum, who was exhausted, battered, and bruised. He’d had a tough fight. Probably the toughest of his life.

      Originally, Darren had planned to take out that hulking brute of an undead he’d seen through the eyes of his holy adept himself. But it turned out the man who’d died had been someone Callum had personally recruited. He’d insisted on avenging his subordinate himself. So when he saw the deathknight attacking the palace, Darren picked him up and tossed him aside, even though it would probably have been just as easy to kill him. This was Callum's foe to fight, not his.

      Darren had watched the battle from afar, wondering all the while if he should step in or not. This undead had originally been a fairly powerful Fourth-Order archpaladin, though his transformation into undeath had been imperfect.

      Darren was slowly piecing together what happened here. At some point, the paladins from Whiteguard had confronted a powerful demon who’d used some sort of curse on their Fourth-Order leader. The demon in question had probably been a powerful Fourth-Order, or even a demon lord.

      He wasn’t sure where that demon was now, but the curse had made Captain Xavier’s death inevitable. So when the priestesses failed to cure his curse, the rest of the paladins fled for their lives and set sail for Whiteguard with all haste. That was probably why the garrison had emptied out.

      Captain Xavier was probably hoping that Whiteguard would send a Fourth-Order priestess in time to cure him before the blight took over, but help never arrived. Eventually, the curse overwhelmed him and converted all his Divine Aura into Demonic Aura. He lost a lot of power thanks to his prolonged struggle, going from the middle of the Fourth Order as an archpaladin to the earliest stages as an undead.

      In other words, he was a perfect match for Callum.

      The battle was long and violent. Callum was lucky the others had already cleared out the section of the city he was fighting in. Otherwise, he would have to worry about getting innocents caught up in the collateral damage or a zombie jumping on him from behind while he was busy fighting this particularly powerful foe.

      From the first clash of their weapons, it was clear Callum was outmatched. The undead were stronger than him. Whoever this Captain Xavier had been, he’d possessed multiple strength skills and the instincts to use them. Every time the two of them locked weapons, Callum was pushed back.

      But Callum had something the hulking undead didn’t.

      Flight.

      With the agile nimbleness of a bird, Callum kept to the air. He engaged with his spear, striking from blind spots or from awkward angles. The undead was faster than something of its size ought to be, but not quite fast enough to catch Callum.

      The two played a game of cat and mouse, and Callum’s life rested on a knife’s edge each time. All it would take was a moment’s hesitation or letting his timing be a second too slow. Then, the Deathknight’s huge sword would shear him in half.

      But Callum didn’t hesitate. And each time he engaged, he did so flawlessly. Bit by bit, he nipped away at the Deathknight, dealing a dozen wounds. Any one of these blows would have put a demon or undead of lesser power down for good, but the Deathknight Callum was up against possessed incredible stamina and regeneration capabilities. Callum took chunks out of either leg with his spear tip, but the undead recovered and was on its feet again moments later.

      The soot-blackened armor adorning its body was full of holes the exact size and shape of Callum’s spearhead by the time he lined up the final blow. Darren watched from afar as Callum’s soul burned brightly within him, blooming like a flower after a rainstorm.

      Callum let out a ferocious battle cry as he dropped himself from above like a meteor, head first and with his spear clasped in both hands. He skewered the Deathknight right through its helmet, shattering both it and the cobblestone streets beneath it as he landed.

      The Deathknight struggled for a moment, but Callum’s spear was sunk straight through its brain, down its neck, and into its heart. It toppled, and a wave of demonic spirits came billowing out of the undead’s corpse, only to be caught in the sunlight shining overhead. Just prior to his last attack, Callum had punched a hole in the thick clouds to let that sunlight through, and now it scoured the demonic spirits from the face of the world.

      In the present, Callum was still recovering from the battle. Exhaustion and pride warred on his face, and he’d spent the time Darren had used to hunt down Princess Clair on recovering his Divine Aura and healing his wounds. Even though the Deathknight had never been able to deal him a direct blow, exchanging attacks with it had torn muscles all throughout his body. Without the aid of water from Darren’s newly evolved Lifewell, he probably would have taken weeks to get back into fighting shape. With it, healing was just a matter of a few minutes.

      “Well done,” Darren said as he settled down by Callum’s side. “I see you won.”

      Callum cracked open an eye. “You knew that already. I saw you watching my fight.”

      Though Darren had known it would be best for Callum to face this foe with his life truly on the line, he couldn’t abandon his friend entirely. That was what Darren himself had experienced growing up, and he had become strong so no one else would have to live through what he’d lived through.

      “You won all the same.”

      Callum nodded, one hand wrapped around his spear while the other wiped the tip clean with a cloth. “So... am I ready?”

      Slowly, Darren nodded. “You’re ready.”

      A grin split Callum’s face, and Darren gave him a pat on the back.

      “What do I need to do?” Callum asked, but Darren had already taken action.

      He reached into the core of Callum’s being, brushing against the soul that was him, buried deep within his physical vessel. He reached into his Inventory, withdrawing the largest and most impressive paladin soul stone in his collection.

      He poured that power into Callum. His soul was like a sapling that had outgrown its pot, and now he was pushing out the borders of his being to make more room around it. The barriers around Callum’s soul vanished like they were never there, and suddenly he had so much more room to fill, so much more space to stretch. He had reached the Fourth Order.

      “It’s done,” Darren declared.

      Callum looked no different to the physical senses, but something about him made him seem more imposing, even as he lay there with his eyes closed and his breathing gentle.

      “Callum?” Darren asked again. He nudged Callum’s shoulder, but he didn’t respond.

      Darren’s heart leaped in his chest. Had he miscalculated? Was Callum not ready for the Fourth Order after all?

      But after a moment’s examination, he realized his fears were overblown. The transformation had merely been more taxing on him than Darren expected, and Callum was still settling into his new power, mostly because of how tough that last battle had been for him. It would take some time before Callum’s soul re-acclimatized to his body.

      Darren dropped Callum off in the palace. The palace’s tallest tower had a cozy little bedroom with a gated iron door at the front. It was locked from the outside and had probably been in use as a prison cell until recently, but Callum’s ability to fly meant he could leave whenever he wanted by just sneaking out the window.
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        * * *

      

      After putting Callum somewhere safe, Darren hunted down the corpse of that holy adept who'd been killed by the Deathknight and resurrected him.

      "I'm... I'm alive?" the holy adept gasped. "I thought I died?"

      He climbed to his feet on shaky legs. Darren picked him up and placed him on his feet.

      "You were dead, but I resurrected you." He gave the brave young man a pat on the shoulder and one of the junk swords from his Inventory as a reward for his bravery, to which the holy adept gushed endless praise and thanks.

      Afterwards, Darren checked in on Sasha, Morgana, and Asuriel. The latter two were trying to lead Princess Clair astray with all their might, but Sasha kept a firm hand on the situation. Princess Clair wasn’t all that adept at organizing the military-esque cleanup of the city and certainly not any good at directing Darren’s soldiers to hunt down the rest of the undead. But Sasha was there for all of that, and all the princess needed to do was coax all her surviving civilians into calmly coming out of hiding and cooperating with the new military force occupying the city.

      Seeing they had all the troublesome matters well in hand, Darren headed back to the Blackwind Empire. He soared across the Sacred Seas, making incredible time as he pushed his speed to its limits. For anyone else, this was a week’s journey. For Darren, it was merely a matter of a few hours.

      He touched down in the palace, spotting a few fingers pointed to the sky as people traced his arrival, like watching a dragon soaring through the sky. Thalia must have guessed where he’d land, because she was there waiting for him.

      “Looks like I won.” Thalia smiled. “Cassandra is waiting in your bed chambers in the garden.”

      Darren chuckled, having little doubt about what she hoped would happen when he arrived. “I’ll have to visit her later.”

      Darren checked in with Thalia to make sure everything was going well.

      “Quite well. Surprisingly well, really. I can hardly believe I’m an Empress now,” Thalia wrung her hands together. “Two of my siblings have given up their claims to the imperial throne, and two more were arrested and are being held in Limedeep. They’ll remain there under house arrest until our reign is secure.”

      “What of Whiteguard?” Darren asked.

      “They have been oddly quiet. Now that news of my father’s death and the true identity of the Sinful Servants is getting around, more than a few interests in the Blackwind Empire are looking for war. I sent a letter their way demanding an explanation and a formal apology for their tricks, but we’ve received no response. Nor have we noticed any movements on the border. Whiteguard can’t be bothered to speak with us at all.” Thalia shook her head in confusion.

      “What of the ambassadors?”

      Thalia pressed herself against Darren’s side as they walked through the halls of the palace, arms linked. “Two of the ambassadors fled following your takeover of the city. The other two were killed by one of the angry mobs Sasha quelled. It’s been a rough time to be an ambassador from Whiteguard, and if any of them are left in the city, they aren’t going to be very public about it.”

      Darren didn’t like what he was hearing. Whiteguard wasn’t active in the Northern Trade Union. They’d abandoned what resources they had left in the Eastwood Kingdom. He’d kicked them out of the Blackwind Empire entirely. They should be desperate to hold on to what resources they had, not biding their time. Darren didn’t understand why they weren’t working harder to contest him. With his forces stationed in Neverhorn and Castingwatch, he controlled almost the entirety of the Sacred Seas.

      The only places beyond his reach were Whiteguard itself and the Golden Temple’s main isle at the mouth of the Greater Sea.

      “Any clues on what they’re up to?”

      Thalia shook her head as her hand ran up the small of his back. “None. Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Troubling...” Darren bit his lip. “How long would it take for the Blackwind Empire to rebuild its army?”

      “If you asked me that question a month ago, I would have said it would take years. But with help from you and Cassandra? We’re already halfway there.”

      “I’m glad she is doing something useful.”

      Thalia smiled. “She’s very hardworking. She went through a month’s worth of my paperwork in one eighteen-hour session.”

      Darren raised an eyebrow skeptically. That didn’t sound like the Cassandra he knew.

      Thalia laughed. “You’re just very distracting for her, is all. She has trouble concentrating on work when she’s in the same room as you! But it isn’t just Cassandra’s help that’s put this empire back together. Your name goes a long way to solidifying our authority. Most emperors have to manufacture a legend for themselves, so other men know why they lead and others follow. But you? People are having a hard enough time believing the stories they’ve heard, even though they’re true! Add in a bottomless purse that lets us rehire every man who was in the imperial military over the last two decades, and reconstructing our imperial institutions has gone incredibly smoothly.”

      “Good. Order them to present their best for my inspection,” Darren said. The cultists in Neverhorn had a few corrupted sigils, which were added to Darren’s massive pile from his adventures in the Seven Hells. It was past time he made more holy adepts. “Have the rest stand ready for a fight with Whiteguard.”

      Thalia’s face paled a little. “You think they’re going to come for a fight with us?”

      Darren grimaced. The more suspicious Whiteguard acted, the more certain Darren was that the battle that was coming wouldn’t be one mortals could endure. He hoped he was wrong, but he sensed Kalaziel’s hands all over this. So, just what was he planning?
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra never showed up while Thalia and Darren caught up and grabbed lunch, so he decided to look for her. A brief glimpse through her sigil told him she was still in their room in the garden cabin, waiting on their bed with an impatient look on her face.

      He realized he couldn’t keep her waiting and made his way there.

      “Sorry for the wait, Cassandra. I was--“

      Cassandra jumped on top of him, and his face was smothered by a kiss and the feeling of her bare skin.
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      Darren knew what would happen if he returned to the Blackwind Empire. Cassandra was liable to take up all of his time. Fortunately for her, she was just the woman he wanted to see. He needed her help enhancing Limitless Evolution to speed the time frame up since he wanted to select his skills.

      But Cassandra had other plans. Her warm breath tickled the back of his neck. “I was waiting for you forever!”

      “I’m here now.”

      “I’ve missed you,” she whispered in his ear. “I’ve been thinking about you ever since you left.”

      Darren raised an eyebrow. “How have you been thinking about me?”

      Cassandra wrapped her bare legs around Darren’s chest, and Darren felt his shirt instantly grow soaked with sticky, wet juices.

      Cassandra planted a kiss in the crook of Darren’s neck. Then, breathily, she whispered, “I think you can guess.”

      “Here I thought we’d get lunch first...” Darren chuckled.

      “There’s only one thing I want to put in my mouth right now...” Cassandra replied.

      “Should I guess at that too?”

      Instead of replying, Cassandra tore off Darren’s shirt and leaned backward until she toppled into their bed with him on top.

      “Ashe! I need your help!” Cassandra called.

      Darren turned to Melancholy, still propped up in the room near his bed where he’d left it days before.

      White mist swirled from it, condensing into Ashe’s humanoid form.

      “Y-you called?” Ashe stuttered, eyes glancing between Darren’s bare chest and Cassandra’s naked body beneath him.

      “Get Darren’s pants for me,” Cassandra instructed. “Then I want you to slide him in me.”

      “P-pardon?” Ashe’s face went pale.

      “Just reach down there, grab it, and slide it in!” Cassandra repeated. “Just like I told you to. I’d do it myself, but my hands are full of my ferocious hunk of a husband...”

      She stared into Darren’s eyes with smoldering intensity.

      Sure enough, Darren felt a pair of dainty hands reach behind him and position his tip into Cassandra’s opening. It was an odd experience for him, but Cassandra gave him a wink to show she had everything under control.

      “Step one,” she whispered.

      Darren trusted her to know what she was doing, and it looked like Ashe was a bit less shy than before. Hopefully, Cassandra was helping her feel more at home.

      The next few minutes were spent in a rhythmic dance of flesh Darren and Cassandra had done enough times that it hardly required any conscious thought. He could let his instincts take over and toy with Cassandra’s body while he activated his Limitless Evolution ability and started upgrading his remaining skill books.

      As nice as it was to spend more time with his lusty newlywed wife, he hadn’t returned to the Blackwind Empire strictly for pleasure. He could get that back with Morgana, Sasha, and Asuriel. He really needed Cassandra’s enhancement skill to expedite upgrading his collection of skill books.

      Thanks to her, what would have taken days was cut down to just a few hours. Cassandra made the time pass quicker than ever.

      “That was a big one!” Cassandra sighed as she collapsed in Darren’s arm after he filled her womb with a thick, sticky load of his seed. “Ashe? I hope you got that. Please be a dear and clean us up a bit.”

      Ashe picked up a wet towel, though the first one was soaked long before she even finished mopping up the wetness seeping out from between Cassandra’s thighs.

      “Are you being a little too harsh on her?” Darren asked.

      Cassandra flashed Darren a smile. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that. Ashe here volunteered for this. You might not be able to tell beneath that scarlet blush of hers, but I can. She’s enjoying herself.”

      Darren raised an eyebrow. “Is that true, Ashe?”

      He hadn’t thought Ashe’s face could get any redder, but he was wrong. Her cheeks turned from scarlet to crimson. He didn’t think a normal human could turn that red. Perhaps it was a unique seraph ability.

      “That’s a yes, husband,” Cassandra answered on Ashe’s behalf as Ashe wiped down Darren’s stomach.

      Darren spent a few minutes switching out the skill book he was working on for another, but then Cassandra was back at it. This time, she rode him. They shifted through a dozen positions just like that, and he worked his way through a new skill book every time.

      “Finally finished,” Darren declared as the last of his skill books reached the epic rank. His current understanding of Divine Aura would allow him to upgrade it no further.

      “Yay! Let’s celebrate!” Cassandra said, kissing Darren.

      Darren spent the next few hours working Cassandra over with his full attention until she was exhausted and laid out all his skill books before him. He could delay his progress no further, and the lack of activity from Whiteguard was starting to make him nervous. He needed to get both himself and his people as strong as possible quickly, and this was the first step to that end. After that, he had choices to make.

      Sorting through the pile of books before him, he dismissed most of the selections before eventually identifying six that stood out to him.

      

      Phoenix's Blessing (Epic)

      
        	This skill allows the user to resurrect themselves upon death. It takes one hour to charge, and the user must survive in their soul form.

      

      

      This skill would provide further redundancies in case he was caught unaware. Previously, that role had been filled by his clones alone, but now he would have something else to fall back on in the event of a surprise attack.

      It would also be useful for his lower-level clones adventuring throughout the Sacred Seas. He wasn’t nearly as careful with them as he’d been with his main body when he was that level, so he’d lost a few Third-Order clones after throwing himself into pitched battles against several powerful Fourth-Order demons. This new skill would dramatically enhance the viability of such reckless actions.

      

      Soul Weaving (Epic)

      
        	Facilitates the manipulation of Divine or Demonic Aura through the bodies of other beings. This skill makes it possible to modify souls directly through active intent. These changes will only manifest on the spiritual level in humans or animals. These changes will directly alter their physical forms and behaviors for demons and seraphim.

      

      

      Darren hoped this ability would synergize well with his existing abilities to understand and manipulate Divine Aura. At the very least, it would help him create a few distractions for his opponent in battle. In the best-case scenario, it would help him elevate some of his followers to a higher order even easier. As he was, he hadn’t the slightest idea how to make another Fifth-Order human. Perhaps this skill would eventually lead down that path once he evolved it.

      

      Inspiration (Epic)

      
        	When activated, this ability passively increases the effectiveness of all allied abilities. The passive effect increases the more frequently each individual fights alongside the user.

      

      

      Darren found himself leading men and women into battle more frequently as of late. Group abilities like this would boost their powers and help keep more of them alive. Though Darren used to prefer doing everything himself, he now realized that Kalaziel didn’t rise to his power level alone. So neither could Darren.

      

      Hero’s Resolve (Epic)

      
        	A passive ability that enhances all other abilities proportional to the amount of damage taken.

      

      

      This ability was fairly straightforward. It increased his survivability in a tough fight. Darren had no illusions that the fight with Kalaziel would be easy. Far from it, he expected it would be one of the toughest battles of his life. So this ability would be part of his three-fold redundant strategy to keep fighting long past the point where he should be dead.

      

      Dimensional Rift (Epic)

      
        	Creates a tear through space, leading to another location through a higher dimension. Most rifts will open to nearby locations, with a small risk of opening rifts to distant or extra-dimensional places in certain junction points.

      

      

      This ability was something that would keep him from getting trapped. That time when Asuriel had nearly died had come about partially because the two of them had been stuck in a trap. He could have broken out through sheer speed and strength, but Asuriel couldn’t say the same.

      And so Darren realized he needed another option. Something that allowed him to evacuate his companions as well as himself. This was that ability.

      

      Lover’s Gift (Epic)

      
        	Grants small physical enhancements to anyone with whom the user is intimate. The effects increase depending on the difference between the user and the affected partner and are cumulative over time.

      

      

      Out of all his abilities, this was the only one that wouldn’t do anything for him at all. Instead, it would enhance those closest to him. Morgana, Cassandra, Sasha, Asuriel, Thalia, and perhaps even Ashe were all close to him. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing any of them, but his enemies were strong, and his women would need to be stronger if he hoped to have them standing at his side.

      He was satisfied with his choices, though it would be some time before he’d put these skill books to use. And it would be further still before he could unlock their true potential by evolving them. But once he mastered these abilities, he would be as ready as he could be for whatever Kalaziel might throw his way.

      But he wasn’t the only one who had preparations to make. Darren turned his head to Cassandra, lying on her back on the bed, thighs splayed wide with a look of bliss on her face.

      Darren made some selections for her based on how she fought and what abilities she favored. Soon, he’d sorted out four abilities that he thought might work well, but he also wanted her thoughts.

      Darren finished absorbing the contents of his first few skill books while patiently waiting for Cassandra to stir from her slumber. He dressed her while she was sleeping so she wouldn’t get any ideas.

      “What’s this?” Cassandra yawned. She covered her mouth with one hand, and the other pawed at the air toward Darren’s groin. He caught her grasping hand by the wrist and redirected it to the pile of books.

      “New skills. I want you to choose new ones for yourself,” Darren explained.

      Cassandra scrunched her face in an adorable expression of concentration. She sensed Darren’s focus on her and turned to him with a coy and mischievous smile. But Darren caught himself before he got in the way of her making her selections. He firmly, yet gently forced her head to the books and then grabbed Cassandra’s chin to also guide her focus to the subject at hand.

      The next few minutes were filled with much frowning and muttering, but Cassandra soon picked out four new skills for herself, most of which were the ones Darren had suggested for her.

      

      Psychic Link (Epic)

      
        	Mark a willing participant by pressing your forehead against theirs and establishing a psychic link with them. This link allows instantaneous telepathic communication, including speech, imagery, thoughts, and emotions.

        	Linked partners can communicate with one another by using the person with this ability as a node. However, the mental strain on the wielder increases proportionally to the number of people connected to the network.

      

      

      “That will be useful for coordinating a group attack.” Darren nodded in approval as Cassandra studied the book.

      “You think so?” Cassandra grinned. “I was thinking something else though...”

      Cassandra pressed her forehead against Darren’s. He felt he could reject the bond if he wished, but he was just as eager to try out Cassandra’s new ability as she was, so he let it happen.

      [Can you hear what I’m thinking?] Cassandra said without opening her mouth. The words were beamed directly into Darren’s mind.

      [I can.] Darren replied, speaking the same way.

      Cassandra gave Darren a sly smile. [And can you feel what I’m thinking about?]

      A deluge of lewd thoughts filled Darren’s mind. He sensed Cassandra’s burning need, her memory of being pushed face-first into the pillows mere hours ago, his strong arms wrapping around her hips, and the sensation of his wet seed dripping down between Cassandra’s legs and soaking her underwear even now.

      Darren cut the connection. He was already beginning to regret suggesting this skill to her.

      

      Tethered Soul (Epic)

      
        	Combine Divine Aura reserves with another entity that utilizes Divine Aura. Warning: the stronger entity will control this bond.

      

      

      “We can hunt down a powerful heavenly beast,” Darren suggested. “We’ll get something just below your power level and small enough to keep with you. You can use it as a supply of Divine Aura and a way to recover Divine Aura faster. Finding the perfect specimen--”

      Darren felt the bond snap into place an instant later. Of course, Cassandra had used it on him.

      He reached for the connection, tethering the two of them together. To his magical sight, it was much like a rope stretching from her navel to his. He had far more Divine Aura, so his part of the cord was far thicker.

      The skill wasn’t lying when it said the stronger entity would control the bond, either. Now that Cassandra had established the bond, she could not break it. Darren sensed he could now siphon Cassandra’s Divine Aura out of her entirely. If he pulled hard enough, he might even pull her soul right out of her body and into his. That would be unfortunate, considering how much use the two of them got out of Cassandra’s body.

      Cassandra giggled. “Why would I waste time finding some beast when I already have a perfect specimen right next to me?”

      “What you just did was extremely dangerous.” Darren sighed. “This bond leaves the weaker party completely at the mercy of the stronger one.”

      “I know! Asuriel is going to be so jealous.”

      Darren supposed it was probably for the best. Many of Cassandra’s skills were extremely useful for supporting large-scale group combat. She’d be far more useful with a team than an average priestess. However, without one, she’d be considerably more helpless than an average priestess. Darren couldn’t imagine Cassandra shooting bolts of energy and slicing demons apart with a wand like his mother had when he was a child.

      In a group battle, her abilities would see the most use, so connecting her to the fighter with the deepest reserves was only natural.

      While Cassandra would exhaust her supply of Divine Aura in short order, Darren could probably fuel them long enough to keep everything active throughout a protracted battle. Perhaps he’d finally found a use for his near-bottomless energy reserves and incredible efficiency at using that energy.

      

      Healing Aura (Epic)

      
        	When activated, generate an aura that heals all nearby allies.

      

      

      Divine Shield (Epic)

      
        	Create a large shield of divine energy, protecting those behind it from physical and magical attacks. The shield can be expanded at the cost of reducing its durability.

      

      

      The last two abilities were much more straightforward, and even Cassandra’s lustful mind had a hard time finding uses for them in the bedroom. Cassandra settled down to add them to her arsenal. While she did that, Darren concentrated on one of her existing skills.

      He had upgraded the skill that had been giving Thalia so much trouble, so he should be able to do the same for Cassandra’s three abilities before she met him. While they had been excellent abilities once upon a time, they were no longer keeping pace with the rest of her abilities.

      “So you do need my enhancement skill after all?” Cassandra whispered in Darren’s ear.

      She activated Psychic Link again, which put the two of them in greater synchrony than ever before. Instead of having to read Cassandra’s body language to sense what she was feeling, he could simply peer into her mind and have a look for himself. This intimate connection was downright scary at how intrusive it could be. If it was used against someone with something to hide, their secrets would be exposed instantly. The fact that the connection went both ways meant it couldn’t be used for interrogations like he had initially hoped.

      And even if the person linked to them had nothing to hide, it would still be extremely embarrassing. Darren decided never to use this ability with anyone outside of his closest circle of women.

      But he finished soon enough, and his current understanding of Divine Aura allowed him to elevate Cassandra’s original abilities to the epic rank, and the healing skill he gave her he upgraded to mythic rank.

      

      Wind’s Whisper (Epic)

      
        	The world’s secrets drift through the currents of Divine Aura, sharing what they know with the user. This passive ability can reveal hidden information, ill intent, approximate power, and probable futures.

      

      

      Gossamer Strands (Epic)

      
        	Condense strands of Divine Aura into a spiderweb weave stretching across entire battlefields. At great distances, these strands can sense the approach of enemies, and nearby, these strands can condense into thick cords that will bind and trap enemies, siphoning away their Divine Aura and their will to fight.

      

      

      Giver of Blessings (Mythic)

      
        	Bestow a lingering blessing on a target, healing their present injuries rapidly. The target gains a Greater Healing Blessing, which will continue to heal them and allow them to pass on Lesser Healing Blessings to others, which will heal them in turn at a slower rate.

      

      

      “Hmmm... I think I can find a use for that last one...” Cassandra muttered.

      “Don’t make this one lewd too...” Darren groaned.

      “No, silly! I have other hobbies. I’ll sell Greater Healing Blessings so people can have their own healing powers for however long they last!” Cassandra grinned.

      Darren sighed with relief.

      “Although... now that you mention it, I’ve got a few good bedroom ideas for Gossamer Strands...”
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      While Darren was in the capital, he upgraded Thalia from holy adept to priestess. He left her with a few of the skill books Cassandra rejected to choose from and then headed north to Castingwatch.

      There, he reunited with Asuriel, Morgana, and Sasha. The three of them were just finishing up in Castingwatch. Darren’s subordinates were doing a good job clearing out all the demons in Eastwood, though there was one village in particular that was giving everyone problems.

      “There’s a bunch of kids here that keep throwing rotting fruit at all our men...” Sasha sighed, shaking her head in incredulity. “Honestly, I swear our troops are more nervous about going to that village than scouting the wilderness for demons. I caught a few paladins actually trying to trade assignments."

      Darren took a glance at the map. Sasha was still using the one Lady Gwen had drawn for him, so of course, her own village was marked on the map. And Sasha’s finger was pointed right at it. He’d suspected that village would be the one causing problems.

      “Callum and I went there. There are some kids there who like to cause trouble. Ignore them.”

      Sasha sighed. “I’m not sure we can. They’re pretty insistent that we stay as far away from their village as possible, and there is an extremely high-density collection of Demonic Aura in that area. We think it might be a path leading to the Seven Hells. We could deal with them pretty easily, but our people aren’t used to dealing with locals that hate them. Occupying an area would be very difficult for them. If we really have to, I recommend hiring one of those mercenary companies that used to patrol Limedeep before Callum put the city guard back together.”

      It was indeed a troubling situation, and dealing with it would take a creative solution. Really, the people causing problems were just a bunch of kids who didn’t know any better. He and his men could rush in, tie up everyone between the ages of thirteen and eighteen, and get the job done quickly. That would work, but it wouldn’t deal with the real root of the problem.

      Perhaps he could kidnap a few members of the Order of the Rod and drop them off in the village to scare the locals? No, that wouldn’t work either since repairing the dim view of sigil wielders the locals had was proving to be enough trouble as it was. There was no need to reinforce negative stereotypes.

      He could simply let demons manifest one after another and overrun the place, but why make the entire village suffer for a small group of troublemakers?

      But when they shared their problem with Asuriel, she knew exactly how to solve it.

      With a glint in her eyes and a grin on her face, she said, “I’m going to need several undead, a magic sword, a knowledgeable older male mentor figure who’s prepared to die, and a prophecy!”

      Sasha was the picture of skepticism. “And how exactly is any of that supposed to convince the teenage villagers to stop throwing rotten fruit at us?”

      Asuriel beamed brightly. “Every teenager wants to be a hero. And every hero needs to go through a hero’s journey.”

      So Darren sat down with the body of some holy adept who’d once belonged to the Order of the Rod. He’d been caught by the undead while trying to steal a fishing ship. Creating one holy adept clone wouldn’t take much energy at all, and it would only be alive for a few weeks at most, just barely long enough to become a role model and pass on a few basic skills.

      After that, he activated Oracle Sight and got to work on that prophecy Asuriel needed. That took some time, but peering into the village’s future brought forth several probable outcomes, one of which actually ended with that girl, their ringleader, signing up to join Sasha’s Order of the Rose. While she wouldn’t recognize Darren from their brief encounter, thanks to that cloak he’d been wearing, she would recognize Callum. That encounter was going to be quite humorous when it happened, and Darren had a good chuckle when he witnessed it in his mind’s eye. So he wrote down the path from here to there as the prophecy Asuriel needed.

      Getting the magic sword was the easiest of all. Anything higher than rare would be too powerful for this job, so Darren plucked one of the nicer-looking rare ones from the tens of thousands in his Inventory. It was a shimmering band of steel that looked like a dagger in his hands, though in the hands of a would-be teenage hero, it would serve perfectly well as their main weapon.

      He passed the magic sword and the prophecy off to Asuriel, who would hide them in a stone somewhere hard to get to. It was quite an elaborate procedure.

      Once his holy adept clone was up and about, Darren used his Fountain of Youth to put a few extra years on him by reversing the usual settings, and his clone and Asuriel headed north toward the village.

      “Oh, this is going to be great!” Asuriel giggled to herself. “I’ve always wanted to make a movie. Director Asuriel, at your service!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After Asuriel left, Darren hunted down Sasha and Morgana to give them their choice of skill books. He had a few suggestions for both of them, but these two had strong ideas of what they needed already, and they quickly snapped up the abilities that appealed to them the most.

      Trouble came when the two of them both had their eyes on the same skill book, and only one of them could use it.

      “Hands off! Masochism is mine!” Morgana snatched the skill book and held it tight to her chest.

      

      Masochism (Epic)

      
        	Dramatically reduces all damage taken by making the user’s physical body exceptionally sturdy. It also converts pain into pleasure, rendering the user both physically and mentally resistant to damage.

      

      

      Sasha frowned. “You barely even take any damage when we’re fighting! I’m the one who has to stand in front and get hit. That damage reduction would help me a lot, though I probably don’t need the conversion of pain into pleasure...”

      “Yeah, well... I get spanked basically every day! I might as well learn to enjoy it!” Morgana replied.

      “Only when you do something bad,” Darren replied.

      “Like I said, I get spanked every day.”

      Sasha sighed. “Morgana, I really need that ability. I’ll trade you any of the other ones, but this one would be foundational to my fighting style. Your abilities mean you shouldn’t ever be taking hits. You don’t need damage reduction.”

      “Nope. I want to be a masochist!”

      Darren sighed. “Alright. I will try to recreate the Masochist effect with another skill book.”

      This was something Darren had been meaning to try lately. As his control over Divine Aura and his ability to manipulate it within a living being increased, so too had his control over his Limitless Evolution skill. He’d already converted all the skill books he had on hand to the epic rank and could take them no further, but there were plenty of bags of holding in his Inventory that he had yet to sort through.

      He did so now, and before too long, he came across a few skill books, all either common or uncommon. That was good though because it meant he could nudge the skill books in the right direction every time.

      It took him a few attempts to get what he wanted, but eventually, he got a skill approximating the effects of the Masochism skill Morgana and Sasha were fighting over.

      

      Masochistic Fever (Epic)

      
        	Converts pain into pleasure, and damage dealt scales with sexual excitement.

      

      

      The moment she saw the new skill book, Morgana tossed the old one to Sasha and let out a laugh. “This one is way better! Mine!”

      Sasha rolled her eyes. She was more interested in the protection aspects of the skill, while Morgana would be better served by further boosting her damage. The two of them ended up with the best of both worlds.

      “You made a bit of trouble for me, Morgana,” Darren said with his arms crossed.

      Morgana hugged the book tight. “Well, if I caused trouble for you, you can take it out on my ass! Spank away, Darren. It’ll feel good--”

      Darren reached down and grabbed Morgana’s ankle, flipping her upside down and holding her in the air. “If you insist.”

      “Wait, no, I haven’t had time to learn the skill yet!” Morgana yelped as Darren gave her firm and very naughty ass a good smack.

      Sasha laughed at the sight, and soon Morgana joined her in giggling. He would have smacked her in the ass again, but he didn’t want to slow down Morgana and Sasha’s skill selections. It took them some time to learn all their new skills and complete their arsenals, but the two of them shared their lists of skills with him when they were finally finished.

      

  





Morgana (Archcleric, Fourth Order)

      
        
        [10 slots]

      

      

      Shadow Step (Epic)

      
        	Move between shadows, instantly teleporting distances of up to thirty paces.

      

      

      Conjure Blades (Epic)

      
        	Allows the user to conjure phantom daggers that behave as though real.

      

      

      Invisibility (Epic)

      
        	Grants invisibility to physical senses when activated.

      

      

      Masochistic Fever (Epic)

      
        	Converts pain into pleasure, and damage dealt scales with sexual excitement.

      

      

      Hex of Weariness (Rare)

      
        	This skill reduces your target’s energy to the point of exhaustion. The effect is cumulative and can be increased by using this ability multiple times.

      

      

      Hex of Sloth (Rare)

      
        	This skill reduces your target’s speed to a slow crawl. The effect is cumulative and can be increased by using this ability multiple times.

      

      

      Whispers of Fire (Epic)

      
        	Summon a living specter made of flame that can burn enemies of its own accord. It gets stronger if ignored.

      

      

      Ephemeral Hand (Epic)

      
        	This ability allows the user to touch and sense objects from a distance using their mind. The extra set of hands materializes in the air, visible only to them. They are as strong as the user’s normal hands and can transmit tactile sensations to the user.

      

      

      Farsight (Epic)

      
        	This ability allows the user to scry on distant locations. When one eye is closed, they can transport a magical representation of that eye anywhere they wish, seeing anything visible to their ordinary vision. The eye is only detectable to people and skills sensitive to Divine Aura.

      

      

      Phase Shift (Epic)

      
        	This skill allows the user to become intangible and untouchable, making them impervious to all physical damage, as well as to most magical damage. They become immune to all restraint and paralysis skills and move with increased speed while phased. It also allows them to walk through solid objects and enter otherwise inaccessible spaces.

      

      

      Morgana had come a long way since she and Darren had first met. Originally, all she had were the skills Curse of Weariness and Curse of Sloth, at the common and uncommon rankings. While he was working on her skills, he took the time to upgrade each of them once, increasing the rarity and helping them keep pace with the rest of her abilities. He did the same for some of the abilities that Sasha started with.

      

  





Sasha (Archpaladin, Fourth Order)

      
        
        [10 slots]

      

      

      Steps of Gaia (Epic)

      
        	The user becomes immovable once her feet are planted on the ground, and can move tremendous distances with every step.

      

      

      Aura Shield (Rare)

      
        	Conjure a magical shield that can block attacks.

      

      

      Supreme Restoration (Uncommon)

      
        	Wounds heal at supernatural speeds. All curses, hexes, and debuffs have their duration dramatically reduced.

      

      

      Unshakable (Rare)

      
        	Allows the user to lock themselves in place. Any attempts to push the user over will only result in the attacker hurting themselves.

      

      

      Might of a Giant (Epic)

      
        	This ability increases the user's size up to six times their normal height, enhancing strength proportionally.

      

      

      Damage Transference (Rare)

      
        	Upon activation, this ability transfers damage from the user to a willing ally or vice versa.

      

      

      Battle Standard (Epic)

      
        	Generates a phantom flag that grows more powerful the longer a battle wears on. This phantom flag increases the user’s healing and Divine Aura regeneration rate.

      

      

      Reflect (Epic)

      
        	Activates when overlayed on a shield or after a successful parry. Upon activation, it completely nullifies the damage of an offensive ability. That damage is stored for up to three seconds for release as the user’s own offensive ability.

      

      

      Masochism (Epic)

      
        	Dramatically reduces all damage taken by making the user’s physical body exceptionally sturdy. It also converts pain into pleasure, rendering the user both physically and mentally resistant to damage.

      

      

      Barrier (Epic)

      
        	Generates a large, flat plane of Divine Aura that blocks incoming attacks.

      

      

      Might of a Giant had doubled her maximum size, so now, instead of merely being as tall as a building, she’d tower over them. Sasha still wasn’t quite the same height as Kortharat the Archdemon had been, but Darren wagered one more upgrade would put Sasha over Kortharat’s height.

      With Sasha’s new abilities, she was turning increasingly into an unbreakable shield for her allies. Like Cassandra, she was becoming increasingly specialized to be a part of a team. On their own, both of them would have glaring weaknesses, like their lack of direct offensive skills, but they could more than make up for their weaknesses by giving allies the help they needed to do the damage they couldn’t.

      Darren would have to run Morgana and Sasha through a few drills to help them get used to their new abilities. Practicing new abilities was different every time, but he’d picked up enough of them by now that he had a good sense of what would help and what wouldn’t.

      But before he could make any suggestions to his companions, someone he hadn’t expected entered the room.

      “...Hello?”

      Darren turned to find that princess he and his companions had rescued in Castingwatch. Normally, Darren had a perfect memory, but counting Thalia and what all his other bodies had been up to, he’d rescued a lot of princesses and noblewomen lately, so it was all starting to blend together.

      “Princess Clair? It’s a bit early for regular humans to be up and about, isn’t it?” Sasha asked, eying Darren as she reminded him of the princess’ name. She smiled back at the princess.

      “While I don’t have the constitution of you and your companions, Archpaladin Sasha, I simply had to dress and wake myself when I heard the city’s savior was in the city himself!” Princess Clair turned to Darren, picking up the hem of her dress and bowing deeply. “Forgive me for not greeting you as you arrived, Your Highness and Majesty, Darren Heavengrace, King of Limedeep and Salsroth, Emperor of Blackwind and rightful heir to Whiteguard.”

      Morgana let out a low whistle. “Man, Darren. You sound pretty important when she introduces you. Do me next, princess!”

      “Greetings to you as well, Darren’s concubine,” Princess Clair replied.

      “Aww...” Morgana scowled. “Just wait, princess! We’ll corrupt you yet!”

      Princess Clair turned to Sasha. “If I may be so rude as to borrow your lord for a bit, I would like to give him a tour of the city he now rules over.”

      Sasha raised an eyebrow. “Depends on what my title is.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of disrespecting the Captain of the Order of the Rose, Slayer of Demon Lords, and Supreme Commander of the Forces of Limedeep.”

      Sasha grinned. “Sure, princess! You can borrow our man for a bit.” She gave Darren a pat on the back while Morgana spluttered in indignation.

      Darren left with Princess Clair trailing behind him. It took him a while to realize that she meant to lead him through the city, but seemed shy about stepping too close to his side. He nipped that in the bud by wrapping an arm around her shoulder and pulling her up to his side. She didn’t resist as he brought her in tight, though her eyes looked anywhere but his.

      “So... ahem... Your Lord Highness and Imperial Majesty, this would be the palace courtyard.” She gestured to the sprawling wooden structure around them. Like everything else in Eastwood, the palace was constructed entirely of fine wood. “I’m sure you’re used to ancient stone palaces in Limedeep and Blackwind, but here in Eastwood we’re comfortable enough sticking to what we know best, carpentry.”

      “It seems cozy,” Darren replied.

      “Yes!” Clair nodded her head enthusiastically at the slightest note of approval, though she soon forced herself into a more reserved tone. “Ahem... I mean, you’re quite right. That’s the aesthetic our craftsmen go for, Your Lord Highness and Imperial Majesty.”

      “Use my name, please.”

      “Pardon?”

      “No, it’s Darren.”

      Clair pursed her lips, and a few heartbeats ticked by. “A-alright... Darren.”

      “Well done, Clair.”

      Darren thought speaking like this was a lot easier than saying ‘Princess this’ and ‘Royal Majesty that’ all the time. But contrary to his expectations, Princess Clair was having a harder time finding her words after his correction than she had been before it.

      He had to prompt her before she remembered what they were talking about. “You were showing me your city.”

      “Right!” Clair cleared her throat and continued. “Castingwatch has been an important player in trade across the Sacred Seas for centuries, and our suppliers here have historically been the greatest suppliers of all things made of wood. Admittedly, our craft is a bit spartan compared to what it used to be, but that’s because we no longer have full control of our forests, thanks to the demons milling about. But thanks to you, that problem has been taken care of, and for the first time in months, we’ve got the mills working at full capacity! It will be some time before that lumber hits the craftsmen, and further still before we can send our goods to foreign markets, but it’s a start.”

      “Good.”

      Clair pursed her lips at Darren’s terse response. “I promise you, we can be worthwhile vassals. I’m certain keeping a garrison here in Castingwatch will put a strain on your budget, but the investment in order and safety here will pay dividends for you down the road...”

      “Great.”

      Clair looked increasingly nervous at Darren’s brief replies. “No doubt you’ll wish to negotiate a formal arrangement. I couldn’t help but notice your men have moved into the Order of the Rod’s old quarters. I know you are hoping to inherit the deal they once had for us, but the cost of grain for my people was truly higher than they could bear. Perhaps now, with lumber flowing freely, it might be possible, but it’s still quite high.”

      “Cassandra is handling the grain for you.”

      “I... I suppose so. I’ve received a few letters from the Silver Sword Merchant Company saying as much.” Clair fidgeted nervously. “She seemed to say that the palace could start collecting taxes ourselves again? Before, Whiteguard claimed that right. They took ninety percent and gave us the last ten percent to spend maintaining palace functions. Might I ask what kind of cut we can expect to pay you now that we’re collecting things ourselves again? Mind you, we’ll have some additional administrative overhead, so I’ll need more than a mere ten percent...”

      Darren shook his head. “I don’t need your money. Spend the other ninety percent on your people.”

      “If that’s what you demand, then I can certainly accommodate you. But that wasn’t the only thing I wanted to ask.” Clair fidgeted nervously.

      “What?”

      “Will I be able to rule?” Clair asked. “Am I to be your puppet princess, confined to her tower? Or will I be able to leave?”

      “You can do whatever you want.” As the two walked, Darren caught a whiff of something nice. Someone was baking something nearby. The marketplace was looking a lot more like a busy marketplace should now that the first of Cassandra’s ships had arrived to deliver goods worth selling.

      “Truly? You mean I can write my own schedules and leave the palace whenever?” Clair stared up at him with wide eyes.

      “Yes. Let’s go over there. I smell food.”

      Darren and Princess Clair grabbed lunch at the market, much to the shock and surprise of the locals. They’d never seen their princess without an army of Order of the Rod bodyguards surrounding her. This was the first time most people were able to get a real glimpse of her. A few even tried to get a bit closer to her than seemed polite, but one glare from Darren did more than an entire army of Order of the Rod bodyguards.

      While they ate, Clair told him all about Castingwatch and the future she saw for it as part of Darren’s larger array of vassal states. She was doing her best to impress him, and he smiled all the while thoughtfully.

      “I mean it. Eastwood... no... I, Princess Clair of the Eastwood Kingdom, am willing to offer anything to assure your continued assistance in the manner you’ve been providing.” Clair leaned forward in her seat. “We really need all the help we can get.”

      “Sure.”

      “Anything you want!” Clair insisted, pressing herself up against him as she looked up with wide eyes and thick lashes. “Absolutely anything in the entire kingdom is yours to claim the moment you desire it.”

      Darren realized where this was going. It was the same look Cassandra had given him back in Limedeep when the Silver Sword Merchant Company needed more investments to avoid going bankrupt.

      “I see. Come back to the palace. We’re going to need a sturdy table.”

      Princess Clair’s face went red as Darren scooped her up and flew back to the palace. That was far faster than wading through the dense crowd that had gathered outside the establishment they’d gotten lunch in.

      “A... table? Surely you mean a bed, right? A table doesn’t seem like the right place to do this.”

      Darren shrugged. “A bed it is.”

      Darren used his tremendous senses to find the sturdiest bed, which was a truly massive bed fit for a dozen people. The legs were actual tree trunks, which was a good thing because gold was very heavy.

      Darren set Clair down next to him while a massive heaping pile of coins appeared upon the mattress. When half the bed was covered in glittering silver and gold, the bed frame started to bend, and he had to cut off the flow of money.

      “Use this to buy stuff from Cassandra,” Darren replied. “Get the city back in order.”

      “Y-you’re giving me money?” Clair asked, mouth dropping wide. “Why take me to my father’s old bedroom?”

      “I suggested a table,” Darren reminded her. He turned toward the door. He sensed Morgana and Sasha practicing in the courtyard, and he wanted to lend a hand. “Take care, princess!”

      He closed the door behind him, leaving behind a very confused princess. The last thing he heard was her muttering under her breath.

      “Perhaps I should have listened to Asuriel and Morgana after all…”
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      Darren and his forces spent the next few weeks in an uneasy celebration. The battle for Eastwood had been more of a cleanup operation than a fight for true control. The Northern Trade Union was more eager than ever to be brought into the new umbrella his forces were forming now that they had secured Neverhorn Citadel. The massive reduction in demonic activity was tangible to every man, woman, and child on the surface. Trade was flourishing across the Sacred Seas in a way that it hadn’t for generations.

      Old trade routes that had long been abandoned were now being put to use once more. Ancient mines that had been abandoned because they delved too deep and too close to the Seven Hells were safe to operate once again. And according to Thalia, trade between the Blackwind Empire and Marsa to the south had reached its highest level in a century. A few nervous travelers from abroad remarked at how the Sacred Seas wasn’t the wild monster-infested hellscape they were originally led to believe.

      By all accounts, Darren had won. Whiteguard had retreated to its own borders at best. At worst, it was completely isolated, and its agents forced into hiding. And such a victory had been won without a single direct fight.

      But no one trusted the easy victory. The quieter things became, the more anxiety filled the ranks of Darren’s warriors. Something was coming. They could all sense it. There would be a final battle, and when it came, there was not a soul who wasn’t bracing themselves for it.

      Morgana and Sasha were not the only ones training in Castingwatch. Nearly every member of Darren’s forces was drilling themselves to exhaustion from dawn until dusk, when they weren’t busy completing quests. Darren decided to give out the rest of his skill books as rewards to those who completed the most quests or showed good progress.

      Asuriel claimed she didn’t need them and could get new skills through her sigil as she needed them, so after setting some aside for Callum when he recovered, the rest all went to his forces, enhancing them that much further beyond the norm.

      Asuriel returned from dealing with Lady Gwen’s village with a grin on her face. “Those teenage villagers won’t be causing any problems anymore!”

      “It went well, then?” Darren sat on a branch overlooking Castingwatch, eyes distant as he gazed across the Sacred Seas to Whiteguard’s northern ports. Not a single ship stirred. The stillness was eerie.

      “It went perfectly! Your prophecy worked out without a single flaw!”

      A smile crept up one side of Darren’s face. If this much of the prophecy he’d written down with Oracle Sight had proven true, the rest likely would as well. Which was a good thing because that meant Callum would wake soon.

      “Good. You will have to tell me more about this ‘movie’ of yours.” He had memories from his clone, who died while fixing the villagers’ hatred of paladins, but he didn’t know anything after that since only Asuriel was present for the rest of that.

      “Oh, I can do more than that! I’ll show you! It isn’t finished editing, but I can share the raw clips!” Asuriel waved her fingers through the air, and Darren felt his sigil activate of its own accord. Soon, he was looking through Asuriel’s eyes as she drifted around a group of teenagers he recognized, all of them sitting camped out in a little tree house as they chatted about little things, like getting in trouble with their parents or what kinds of food they hated.

      Darren had difficulty relating since he’d missed that part of his life. He’d spent his teenage years in the depths of the Seven Hells, honing his skills like his life depended on it because it very much did.

      “The scene is set... an ordinary village of ordinary teens!” Asuriel whispered. “Until... the undead attack their village!”

      Darren watched until he heard the characteristic moan of an undead. It was headed right for the teens, shambling along the rope bridge. It wore the most decrepit and ragged suit of Order of the Rod armor Asuriel could find. Darren’s clone was close behind, with a rusty old sword in his hand. This part he remembered well enough.

      The zombie attacked the teens, but all the stones they threw accomplished nothing against the armored zombie. A few grabbed sticks, and the girl Darren and Callum had run into first fashioned a crude spear with her knife. But even rusty armor was still armor, and the zombie was just dexterous enough to grab the haft of her spear as it clinked against a solid breastplate. It grabbed her hair next, dragging her in for the kill, much to the screams of terror from all the girl’s friends.

      That was when Darren’s clone made its move and killed the zombie, saving her and explaining how he was an old holy adept dealing with the aftermath of the Order of the Rod fleeing Eastwood. That surprised the villagers, and between that and his act of heroism, they soon took to following Darren’s clone around.

      The girl was lucky enough to get the old and battered sigil off the zombie, and with the help of Darren’s clone, she became a holy adept, much to the envy of all her friends. When his clone offered to teach them all a few things about combat and swordsmanship, most leaped at the opportunity.

      Time passed, and the girl and all the others learned at Darren’s heels until the next couple of zombies came. Asuriel had him drop hints about a magic sword nearby and a prophecy for the one who would wield it. He could tell the story stuck with them all. He also told them more about what was happening in the Sacred Seas. There were bad sigil wielders and good sigil wielders, but the ones they were so wary of were the paladins of the Order of the Rod.

      “We had two very bad paladins show up to make trouble in the village not long ago!” the girl said to Darren’s clone. “They must have been part of the Order of the Rod, like that zombie!”

      “There is another order. They are in Castingwatch now fighting against the Order of the Rod’s influence.”

      The teenagers murmured to themselves, and perhaps next time, they wouldn’t be quite so quick to throw rotten fruit at Darren’s men. At least now they knew to look for the symbols adorning a set of plate armor.

      But those peaceful times couldn’t last forever if Asuriel was going to drive the lesson home and make her movie in the process. Soon, she sent another batch of zombies headed their way, dropping them off just outside of the teenager’s tree for maximum effect.

      The battle that followed was much less one-sided now that the teenagers had some proper training and a few wooden practice weapons to fight with, but the foes they were up against were far more numerous as well. Darren’s clone occupied the strongest of the bunch and the undead holy adept. He could have finished the fight by letting his clone use even a fraction of his strength and experience, but he drew the battle out as long as possible.

      Eventually, he let the undead holy adept get the better of him, but not before the girl got in close enough to deal the final blow. Darren used his clone’s final words to warn her about an entrance to the Seven Hells nearby and that the Demonic Aura would only grow stronger until it was sealed.

      A quest appeared on the girl’s sigil a moment later, asking her to seal the entrance to the Seven Hells and save her village from the undead who would surely overrun it if the Demonic Aura was allowed to fester.

      “And that’s her call to adventure!” Asuriel declared. “She’s got to fight her way to the evil portal, but to make her way there, she’ll need more than that stick. She’ll need the magic sword conveniently left on a nearby mountaintop inscribed with a seemingly ancient prophecy. I haven’t finished editing the rest of the movie, but it’s good!”

      “It sounds like she was on quite the adventure.” For his part, Darren was satisfied the teens weren’t going to be causing trouble anymore. His people could now safely move in and ensure the area was safe. Some of those teens might have even changed their minds about joining his forces in a few years. That was an option for them now that the roads leading out of their small village were finally safe enough to travel.

      “Oh, it is. The trailer already got a bunch of likes on the network! A lot of the social media accounts I’ve made for you have gone viral! People are excited!” Asuriel shook with giddy excitement.

      “I’m glad you’re happy.” Darren wasn’t really sure what Asuriel was so excited about, nor did he really get the point of the social media thing, even though Asuriel had explained it to him a few times. But he was happy that she was happy.

      To prove she hadn’t spent all her time fiddling with this social media thing and her movie, Darren had Asuriel spar with him and put her new powers to the test. Out of all his companions, she was the most powerful besides himself and perhaps Ashe, so he’d depend on her to look after the others if the trouble they were all expecting came by surprise.

      It turned out Asuriel really did know what she was doing, much to Darren’s surprise. Her power had grown by leaps and bounds since the last time they’d sparred.

      “I haven’t just been screwing around here on the surface, Darren. I’ve been selling valuable stuff over in the heavens. That’s how I afforded my new skills. I may not look like it, but I’m a boss babe now. I’m totally loaded!” Asuriel crossed her arms and tossed Darren a smug look.

      “Sure.” Darren chuckled.

      “I mean it! Ask Cassandra! She helped me identify a bunch of things that are cheap here on the surface and expensive in the Seven Heavens! I’ve been opening up little portals and selling things left and right! I’ve accumulated a massive fortune! So much so that I’m going to break into the media business with my movie. Just wait and see!”

      Darren gave her a pat on the head. Asuriel pouted, but leaned into his embrace.

      They stayed like that for a few minutes, both of them with eyes toward Whiteguard. Worry for the future buzzed through Darren’s mind, and Asuriel seemed to sense it.

      “You’re worried about what Kalaziel is up to. I wish I could help, but for all the new money I’ve made, they’re keeping things hushed up in the heavens. I have no idea what’s going on,” Asuriel said.

      “Something is happening. I can feel it. I just can’t figure it out.”

      “We’ve been doing everything we can to prepare.”

      Darren shook his head. “What if it’s not enough? What if we’re taken by surprise?”

      “Would it ease your worries if you could keep an eye on all of us?” Asuriel asked.

      Darren had to think for a moment, but now he realized it would. Part of what was stressing him was the fact that his women were spread across the Sacred Seas. Depending on where this unexpected attack came from, he could lose one of them.

      “Yes.”

      “Then it’s past time we all got back together again. I’m sure Princess Thalia would be willing to put everyone up for a few weeks, months, or however long this takes.”

      Darren’s eyebrows rose in surprise, and Asuriel blushed as he stared at her.

      “What?” She pushed her hair out of her eyes, and her gaze darted between him and the ground, a shy smile on her face.

      “That’s a very good idea.” Darren wrapped her hand in his own.

      “Aww, thanks, Darren. But why did you look so surprised?”

      “No reason.”

      “No, really, why did you look so surprised?”

      Darren hopped off the branch and released his wings. “Come on. Let’s get Morgana and Sasha. It’s time to return to the Blackwind Empire.”

      “Wait, Darren! Answer me!”
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      Asking all those closest to him to return to the Blackwind Empire’s capital proved remarkably easy. He expected protests. Sasha had operations to lead in Eastwood and the Northern Trade Union. Asuriel was doing her movie thing, and Morgana always found a way to make trouble.

      But much to his surprise, they all worked to make it happen as soon as he made his will known.

      “Don’t worry, Darren. I have good subordinates in the Order of the Rose. They can take things from here,” Sasha said.

      “And my movie is all done! I just need to edit it,” Asuriel added.

      “And to be honest, the Blackwind Empire is way more fun than this place.” Morgana shook her head. “I never thought I’d say this, but the palace here looks like a shack compared to what I’m used to. And the people here are so poor I feel bad when I think about stealing something.”

      “And Callum?” Darren asked.

      “He’s still unconscious.” Sasha nodded her head to the wooden palace nearby. “But it’s just a deep sleep. It shouldn’t be too much trouble to bring him with us.”

      “Oooh, I’m going to draw stuff on his face while he’s sleeping!” Asuriel giggled.

      Morgana’s eyes lit up. “You’ll have to beat me to it!”

      Soon, their affairs were settled. Darren, Sasha, Asuriel, and Morgana would be making the trip home by air, while Callum would be following by ship close behind. After seeing what Morgana and Asuriel did with a few minutes and a single ink bottle, Darren decided he had to step in and save his friend from excessive embarrassment when he woke.

      “The ink will probably wear off,” Sasha said when she saw it.

      “We know. That’s why I took pictures!” Asuriel grinned. Morgana held up her hand, and the two of them high-fived.

      Darren shook his head. “For that, Asuriel, you’re carrying Morgana. I’ll get Sasha. Let’s not waste the whole day on this.”

      “Awww...” Asuriel scooped Morgana up while Darren did the same for Sasha. They raced across the Sacred Seas, stopping only once so Darren could deal with an interesting demon the size of a ship they stumbled across midway through the Sacred Seas. While their forces had done a good job clearing out demons from all the lands of the Sacred Seas, clearing out the seas themselves would be considerably harder. Few could hold their breath long enough for a real fight, let alone fight effectively while underwater. It was one of the things even Darren felt he was weak on, which was why he wanted as much practice as possible.

      “You smashed that giant whale crab thing to paste, Darren!” Morgana grinned and pointed at a growing red puddle floating just beneath the water’s surface.

      “It exploded when I hit it.” Darren shrugged.

      That was the only event worth noting on their trip, and soon they were touching down in the imperial palace. It looked a lot more impressive now that most of the big repairs were finished. There was a lot of detail work to be done, like painting and ornate carving, but all of that would wait until the rest of the city was livable as well.

      They were greeted this time by both Cassandra and Princess Thalia, both waiting patiently with a small reception party and a picnic table full of refreshments.

      “Wow, how’d you know we were coming?” Asuriel asked as she grabbed a chunk of cake and ate it, skipping over the sandwiches and drinks to go right for dessert. And it was a good thing she did, because a moment later, Morgana elbowed her aside and swiped the rest of the cake.

      “Usually, I can depend on my Truthseeker skill for some help.” Thalia shrugged sheepishly. “But in truth, this time, I had one of the servants point the palace’s telescope toward Eastwood and tell me when they saw figures approaching it by air. It’s truly a fascinating device. I’ll have to show it to you some time.”

      Asuriel washed down a mouthful of cake with the pitcher of cream sitting nearby, originally intended for the tea. “I didn’t know you mortals had reinvented the telescope!”

      “I wish I could claim it was made here in the empire, but the truth is the latest merchants from Marsa brought it. It seems the outside world has many interesting things to offer. We’ve been missing out on a lot with the past few centuries of isolation.” Thalia shook her head in disappointment.

      Darren looked over everyone present with bright smiles and cheerful faces. Asuriel and Morgana were wrestling over the last of the cake. Sasha was doing her best to look ladylike, eating one dainty sandwich at a time. The plates were built to normal human proportions, so a paladin’s size and appetite meant they were comically small for her.

      Cassandra and Thalia, on the other hand, looked like proper ladies, though the way they pressed themselves to either of Darren’s sides was anything but ladylike. Someone was missing, though, and it was past time she was brought into the fold.

      “Where’s my sword?” Darren asked.

      “The massive metal one?” Thalia nodded in the direction of the palace gardens. “It is still in your cabin where you left it. The servants wanted to oil and sharpen it for you, but two of them threw their backs out just trying to lift it. I’m afraid they would have been stuck in their beds for months if Cassandra hadn’t healed them. After that, no one dared touch it.”

      “I’m going to fetch it. There’s someone I want you all to meet.”

      A worried expression flashed across Cassandra’s face, but a moment later, it was replaced by a shrug of acceptance.

      Darren returned soon after, bringing his sword Melancholy with him. He could hear Ashe whispering within that sword, nervous about what was coming.

      “W-what if they don’t like me, Darren?” Ashe asked. “Especially Morgana. She was nearly sacrificed to me, after all.”

      “They’ll like you.”

      Ashe seemed uncertain. “But... what if they don’t?”

      “Then I’ll tell them to like you.”

      “What if they all hate me and pretend to like me when you’re around?” Melancholy shivered in his grip as the spirit within trembled nervously.

      “Then I’ll tell them not to.”

      “I’m really nervous, Darren,” Ashe confessed.

      “I suspected as much.” Darren gave his trusty sword a pat. “Trust me. I won’t let anything bad happen.”

      “Okay. I trust you.” Ashe let out a deep breath. “I suppose there’s no sense in putting this off any longer, anyway...”

      Darren landed back at the picnic table, where the group was still gathering and catching up.

      “Everyone, I’d like to introduce you to someone.” Darren held up Melancholy. Nothing happened.

      “Uh, Darren? That’s your sword. We’ve all seen it before,” Sasha replied with concern in her voice.

      “There’s no point in personifying a sword, Darren.” Morgana rolled her eyes. “I know it’s important to you, and a lot of other warriors do it too. But it’s not like you can sleep with your sword.”

      “Ashe, that was your signal to come out,” Darren said.

      White light shone from his blade, and soon Ashe appeared in their midst in a swirling mist of floating feathers.

      “H-hello, everyone. It’s nice to meet you. My name is Ashe...” Ashe said as she wrapped herself in her brilliant white wings. Her fingers toyed with her hair.

      “Holy shit, I was wrong. You can sleep with your sword.” Morgana reeled back in shock.

      “This is Ashe, previously Asmoth’Koteth. I grabbed part of her soul from Kalaziel when he killed her, and I purified it to restore her to her original form as a seraph,” Darren replied. “Get to know her.”

      “Wait... Asmoth’Koteth is the Prime Sin we fought in Salsroth, right?” Sasha looked back and forth between Darren and Asmoth’Koteth.

      “Yes. But that was when she was a demon. She’s better now.” Darren nodded his head at Ashe.

      “Better?” Sasha still looked skeptical.

      “Hold on, I was nearly killed by your evil cult and sacrificed to you!” Morgana leaped to her feet and pointed.

      Ashe blushed. “Sorry about that...”

      “Sorry? That’s all you have to say for nearly getting Cassandra and me killed?” Morgana demanded.

      “I’ve already forgiven her for that,” Cassandra replied. “She wasn’t in her right mind then. Besides, if she hadn’t wanted us as sacrifices, Darren wouldn’t have been able to rescue us!”

      “I suppose that’s true...” Morgana scowled, and Ashe withered under her glare. “I guess I should be flattered that you had your cultists pick Cassandra and me out of all the women in Rarekshold. So you have good taste, if nothing else.”

      “Y-you looked very cute, tied up and naked on my altar...” Ashe blushed.

      The corners of Morgana’s lips corked up in a smile. “Yeah, you think so?”

      “Y-yeah...” Ashe wound a long curl of her hair around her fingers.

      Morgana clapped a hand on Ashe’s shoulder. “You know what, I think you’re alright, Ashe! I think you’re going to be a lot of fun. Darren could use a girl who’s been even badder than me to punish regularly! We can get spanked together! We’ll be red-bottom buddies!”

      Ashe looked at Darren with alarm, and Morgana clutched her stomach as she laughed. She wrapped her other arm around Ashe’s shoulder.

      Asuriel had remained quiet for a while, but since her first appearance, her gaze had been the most intent as her eyes locked on Ashe.

      “You’re Ashe, the old Prime Saint of Purity.”

      “Yes, that’s me. Or... was me. I’m not fully myself. Not yet, at least. Kalaziel has my heart and with it, my ability to form a body and much of my power. That is why I live in Darren’s sword for now,” Ashe replied.

      “Hmm... well... I suppose someone should tell you...” Asuriel rubbed her chin.

      “Tell me what?” Ashe scrunched her brows nervously.

      “After you died, the Prime Saint of Sex bought your house. It’s the center of a porn studio. They took over your Seraphbook page as well, and it’s filled with fake smut of you.”

      “What!?” Ashe rushed to Asuriel’s side, and Asuriel opened her sigil interface. Ashe proved just as adept as Asuriel at manipulating the maddeningly complex interface, and soon Ashe had a deep scowl on her face.

      It seemed a lot of people had some very explicit ideas about what the Prime Saint of Purity was up to after losing her purity and turning into the Prime Sin of Corruption. Even Darren got a few ideas. Perhaps this Seraphbook thing was worth browsing after all.

      That soon turned everyone’s attention to other matters. Cassandra, in particular, was beginning to get into one of her less productive moods. It wasn’t long before she started tugging on Darren’s sleeve while licking her lips and glancing back in the direction of their cabin.

      “Will we even all fit in there?” Darren asked.

      Thalia sighed. “I suspected this might happen, so I already took the liberty of rehiring some of the carpenters we sent on our way. They’re going to knock down the walls in the cabin and turn the whole thing into one enormous bedroom. One big, soundproofed bedroom. I don’t want you distracting my staff too much.”

      “Do you mean ‘distracting’ the staff?” Cassandra quirked a brow. “You and I are Darren’s official wives! It’s practically your duty to remind the city that your man is back in town! Don’t worry, I’ll show you how...”

      The next thing Darren knew, he was being dragged off the bedroom.
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      Cassandra was a handful on her own. Adding in the attention of the rest of his women, even Darren had his hands full. His only reprieve came when Callum finally woke up, recovered at last from his transition to an archpaladin.

      “Darren! When did we get back to Blackwind? The nurses told me I’ve been asleep here for a week!” Callum asked, voice full of worry.

      “You had a reaction to the transition to archpaladin. How do you feel?”

      “Good. Very good, actually! I feel strong.” Callum curled his hand into a fist, thrusting it in the air. Wind whooshed through the room around him with the blow. “Let’s get out of here. I don’t think I can stand to look at that bed another minute, knowing how long I spent in it.”

      “How about a flying lesson?” Darren asked.

      “I already know how to fly, Darren.” Callum rolled his eyes.

      “But now you’ve got wings. Come on, everyone’s waiting.”

      Cassandra had gotten dressed for the first time in weeks to watch Callum fly. Morgana, Sasha, and Asuriel hadn’t been quite that bad, but they showed up as well, all eager to help Darren teach Callum. All of them had fond — or embarrassing — memories of their first flight, and they wanted to be present for Callum’s.

      Unfortunately for them, Callum had already been flying for quite some time, thanks to his flight skill, so he took to the air like he’d been flying all the while.

      “Not bad,” Callum said as he flapped his wings. They were a ruddy brown, like weathered bronze. While the feathers of Darren’s wings reflected the sins of those who gazed upon them, Callum’s wings bore shimmering images of his every battle. Darren saw his own figure flicker in the background more than once before Callum figured out how to dull the images. “These wings will make maneuvering in the air a lot easier! My flight skill is more like having an invisible hand surrounding my entire body that picks me up and moves me around, depending on what I’m thinking. It’s good for some things, but I can’t really do graceful swooping curves like you and Asuriel.”

      “Boo! Fly without your skill!” Morgana yelled from the ground. “We wanted to see you crash!”

      Callum chuckled. “Alright then, challenge accepted.”

      Darren could sense the moment Callum deactivated his flight ability. He was bold enough to do it in the air, far from the ground. Being that far from the ground would have been terrifying for most humans, but Callum’s flight skill had long since eroded any semblance of fear he might once have had for heights. He plummeted downward, spreading his wings to slow himself. He spent the first few seconds tumbling, but quickly caught his balance. By the time he touched the ground, he was gliding gracefully.

      “Disappointing...” Morgana muttered.

      “I know. I really thought we were going to see him plant his face in the mud...” Asuriel sighed.

      “Well done, Callum!” Sasha clapped politely.

      Cassandra nodded along. “You’re pretty good at that, nephew! You should take that special lady of yours on a flight! It’s quite romantic...”

      That, more than anything, set Callum’s cheeks to blushing. “You knew about that?”

      “We all do!” Morgana laughed. “Now we’re betting on whether you have other sweethearts you’re hiding away from us!”

      Callum ran his fingers through his hair, face red. “I’ll be the first to admit I’m not the man Darren is. Lady Turiel is woman enough for me.”

      “Aww...” Morgana pouted. “That’s no fun. You’ll change your mind someday. If not, we’ll convince you!”

      “Yeah!” Asuriel shouted. “We’ve got the former Prime Sin of Corruption on our side! You’ll be surrounded by a bevy of beauties whether you like it or not!” She clapped an arm around Ashe’s waist and pulled her close.

      That was the first time Ashe and Callum met, so another round of introductions was in order. Callum took the news that Ashe was the reformed Asmoth’Koteth surprisingly well, considering he’d almost died fighting her cult less than a year prior.

      “Well, if Darren says you’re better now, then you’re better now.” Callum shook Ashe’s hand, and she returned the gesture.

      The look of relief on Ashe’s face was palpable. Callum was the last member of Darren’s inner circle she’d been worried about. Now that he’d accepted her, she could lay her worries to rest at last.

      “Thank you, Callum. I look forward to getting to know you,” Ashe nodded her head gracefully, for once looking like the ex-Prime Saint she was.

      Callum spent the rest of the afternoon accepting every challenge Morgana and Asuriel could throw at him. The two were desperate to see Callum fall, and they’d nearly gotten him a few times. Darren figured he’d have to upgrade that skill for Callum one of these days. He was curious just what could become of it if it were enhanced once more.

      But the fact that he couldn’t guess probably meant he didn’t yet know enough about Divine Aura to make it happen, so he left that mystery for another day. He did help Callum with some of his other skills, though, as well as aid the rest of his companions.

      Days turned to weeks, and with the quiet, Darren’s anticipation grew. He didn’t know what he was waiting for, just that he would have to be ready.

      He was keeping a careful eye on Whiteguard, and he tried sneaking one of his clone bodies past the border. But the moment he did so, he felt a deep agonizing pain in his soul, like an invisible knife rested right on the border, and the moment Darren crossed over, his clone would be separated from him. Darren didn't know if the clone body would survive the process or not, but he feared that Kalaziel had installed these defenses especially for him. What would happen if Kalaziel got his hands on one of his living clone bodies?

      In the end, the risk was too great, and he had to rely on more traditional means of figuring out what was going on.

      Thalia had reformed the Blackwind Empire’s military as requested. Individually, the units weren’t as strong as the warriors from Limedeep, even those without sigils. Darren’s brutal training regimen ensured that every fighter who carried his banner was a monster who could send demons scurrying away with terror.

      But that wasn’t the way of the army that had conquered far and wide across the Sacred Seas, building the largest single nation in the area and forging it from dozens of smaller kingdoms and disparate groups. The soldiers of the Blackwind Empire fought less as lone warriors and more as a cohesive unit.

      They formed shield and spear walls, marching in unison to the beat of a single drum. When a commander called for the archers to fire, a rain of arrows came hurtling down all at once. When a commander called for a charge, the first two lines of warriors would run forth in unison. Their unity and coordination were a wonder to behold.

      But most impressive of all were their supply lines. Darren learned more than he thought there was to know about getting spear points and biscuits from forges and farms all the way to the front lines. It was a skill Darren had never needed to learn, thanks to his infinite Inventory, but it was one that was immensely important since even he couldn’t be everywhere.

      “Distribute these bags of holding,” Darren said to the generals of the Blackwind Empire’s armies. “They will help with the logistics.”

      “But sire! These bags of holding are each worth a fortune. Are you sure you want to spare so many?” a general asked with shock on his face.

      Truthfully, Darren had thousands of these bags of holding, thanks to his adventures in the Seven Hells. He knew they were valuable since the demons cherished them so much. Otherwise, why would so many demon lords be carrying them when he killed them?

      “I’m sure.” After all, Darren had a lot more where those came from.

      After speaking with the generals, Darren headed to the fields to train his own battalion of men. While the ways of the Blackwind Empire were fine for most of the army, he still wanted to have a small group of elite forces from which he could select new sigil wielders.

      He’d expected maybe a dozen volunteers at most, but when Empress Thalia put out the word that her husband was forming a personal elite unit, the volunteers numbered in the thousands. There were so many that Darren had to form several units and pass them on to some of his followers from Limedeep.

      He didn’t go too crazy with training these soldiers this time. They weren’t sigil wielders, so they could only be expected to endure so much.

      “Sir! We’re reporting for today’s training!” a young man said. He reminded Darren of Mimmons, who had died when Limedeep’s walls fell. His brother Simmons had joined Limedeep’s guard to honor his brother’s memory.

      “Good. Today will be easier than yesterday. We will practice underwater knife fighting against live targets. I’ve captured several demons for you.” The scenario Darren planned to run the men through was fairly simple. He’d tie one of their legs to an anchor and toss them into the sea to be surrounded by Fourth-Order demons. The soldiers merely had to hack their way through the chains wrapped around their legs, fend off the demons trying to eat them, climb aboard the nearby ship, and then sail to shore without being spotted by the battalion of archers who were helping out by running through some scouting drills.

      “Yes, sir!” the young man replied. The rest of the soldiers looked skeptical, but they wouldn’t still be in this program if they were the type to back out. Darren would make real warriors of them yet.

      That was the first of several days of drills for them. The next day he had them sneak into the city wearing the armor of clothes of Whiteguard, then secretly lower the gate off schedule so another battalion of men in fake Whiteguard armor could march right in. Much to the chagrin of the city guard, they actually succeeded. The training exercise put a spotlight on several areas where the city guard had grown complacent as of late and even highlighted a few cases of corruption where guards on the payroll were still receiving pay, despite not having shown up to work for years.

      With personal attention from Thalia and Cassandra on the topic, the issue was quickly cleared up. As were a dozen other issues in other branches of the army without Darren even needing to point them out. He made his will known. Blackwind’s army was to be a well-honed tool, and those getting in the way of that goal would be in serious trouble, for he wasn’t an arbiter they could influence with bribes or their family background.

      Dozens of captains were proven unfit for command due to buying their position with bribes, and they were either demoted or dismissed. But hundreds of promising soldiers who’d had their careers suppressed because of a lack of connections and influence rose through the ranks with remarkable speed, thanks to how much the army was growing by the day. For most, it was a good day to be in the forces.

      More than sneaking into the city to open the gates or learning to fight giant lobster demons underwater, Darren’s favorite drill involved throwing his trainees out of the sky to land deep in enemy territory. He couldn’t put them in his Inventory, but it turned out he could put them in Dagon’s Scale, another dimensional storage item he’d gotten during his adventures in the Fifth Hell.

      The soldiers jumped out, one after another. Since they didn’t have wings, they had to hold on to woven bags of cloth to slow their fall. It seemed like a downright terrifying experience to most, but a few of the men had started to enjoy it. Darren was thinking that this drill might have even more combat applications than underwater knife fighting. He could imagine the damage a squadron of elite warriors dropped behind the lines in Whiteguard could do.

      And as the days wore on, he was growing more and more tempted to do just that.
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        * * *

      

      “Darren, that’s a brilliant idea!” Callum slapped his thigh and grinned. “I’ll do it.”

      “Callum, no! It sounds incredibly dangerous,” Cassandra said.

      “That’s why Darren’s not coming with me.” Callum nodded in Darren’s direction. “If it’s a trap, it’ll be sprung on me instead of Darren. Then you guys will know what it is and can come to rescue me without worry!”

      “It might work,” Darren muttered.

      “Not you, too, Darren...” Cassandra pouted. “We’re perfectly safe sticking to our side of the border. By all accounts, Whiteguard is locked down tight. None of Thalia’s spies have gotten back to her, and not a single one of my merchant company’s inquiries has received a reply. Truthfully, I’m offended. Those were some very lucrative trade deals I was offering!”

      “They must have their reasons,” Callum insisted. “And if I go there with Darren’s elite fighters, we can get eyes on the place.”

      “They will sense your power,” Darren warned.

      “Well, that’ll be what the soldiers are for. You’ve been training them for infiltration scenarios. I’ll just be their transportation in and out and emergency backup in case things go south. Most likely, all I’ll do is a bit of flying in and out. Your specially trained elite forces will do most of the groundwork. And they’re all regular humans, so they’ll blend in fine.” Callum flashed a confident grin.

      “It could work.” Darren stroked his chin.

      Across the table, Sasha nodded her head as well. “Half of tactics is knowing what your enemy is doing. If we can’t even do that, we don’t know how to prepare properly.”

      Thalia sighed. “And so far, my more traditional methods of peering into Whiteguard’s secrets have proven entirely futile.”

      “I think it sounds like fun!” Asuriel thrust her fist into the air. “I’d go with you, but I’d be spotted. Kalaziel’s forces might overlook a human archpaladin, but a Fifth-Order seraph flying through Whiteguard would raise every alarm they have.”

      “Then it’s settled!” Callum stood. “Darren, if you would?”

      Darren tossed him Dagon’s Scale, and Callum grinned. The mission was approved.

      That afternoon, Darren told his trainees that it was time for their first assignment. At the end of the week, they’d be leaving for Whiteguard. Callum’s mission would coincide with a religious holiday that wasn’t too popular in the Blackwind Empire but was practically a way of life in Whiteguard. There would be drinking, festivals, and religious ceremonies all over the country, which meant a few Blackwind elite soldiers in disguise would hopefully go unnoticed.

      They had a week to make preparations and wish their loved ones goodbye. Darren didn’t hide the fact that this would be a dangerous mission with little margin for error, and if things went sideways, the odds were that not all of them would make it back alive. He promised that any who died would have their families taken care of, and that was enough for everyone who signed on. They’d known this was coming from the moment they’d joined Darren’s special forces.

      Surprisingly, Morgana, of all people, had the most to teach Darren’s forces when they were preparing for their mission.

      “Listen up, maggots!” Morgana yelled. She giggled under her breath, turning to Darren with a whisper. “I always wanted to say that.”

      He held in a snort of laughter and urged her to continue.

      “I’m going to teach you how to sneak into a settlement without being noticed and how to pick up valuable intelligence just by standing around and listening. We’re also going to go over how to disguise your accent and hash out a few good cover stories for why you’re in town for the holidays. By the time we’re done, the locals will be inviting you into their homes with free beer!”

      Morgana knew a lot about sneaking around while not looking too out of place. Her lectures were a lot less physically demanding than Darren’s, which was probably a good thing, since the troops needed to be in top form for their mission.

      The week passed swiftly, and soon they were loading up into the pocket space inside Dagon’s Scale, which Callum hung around his neck.

      “Good luck.” Darren shook Callum’s hand as he sealed the pocket dimension and took to the skies. “We will follow you to the border.”

      As tensions with Whiteguard increased and the Blackwind Empire restored order, Thalia had ordered several temporary wooden fortresses constructed along likely invasion routes from Whiteguard. Callum had flown by them several times for regular inspections and to drop off more resources. He’d even helped out with construction a few times. One swing of his sword could fell a tree, and he could move the entire trunk into position in a matter of moments, so part of the reason there were so many fortresses established so quickly was due to his own personal efforts.

      Callum waved as Darren veered off course, settling down on the ramparts of the nearest wooden castle. The soldiers guarding their position greeted him with salutes of respect and words of admiration. When he first started showing up at these border fortresses, they’d been either terrified or in awe, but his continued presence and a few reminders had gotten them to where they stayed standing and went back to their duties relatively quickly.

      Darren kept his eyes trained on Callum’s back. With all the common-grade vision-enhancing skills he’d picked up and combined, his eyesight made the keenest of eagles green with envy. The new telescope that Thalia was so proud of was of little use to him when he could do just as well without it. No doubt she was watching Callum from afar as well.

      There were only a few true forests in Whiteguard, all of them carefully managed. Their lands were undoubtedly the best settled of the Sacred Seas, and many claimed they were the first territories settled by humans. Others said it was simply their high population density that ensured all territories were put to full use. Whiteguard’s villages would be considered towns in most other nations, and the pastures and farms of one settlement frequently butted right up against those of their neighbors.

      The lack of wilderness meant there was nothing to block Darren’s line of sight until Callum dipped low. They picked a town far enough from the border with the Blackwind Empire that the locals wouldn’t be too suspicious of infiltrators. And between his flight skill and his new wings, Callum made it there quickly.

      Darren let out the breath he’d been holding all the while. He’d been waiting for a dozen Fifth-Order seraphim to pop down from the sky or be hidden among the wandering farmland cows to attack Callum all at once. He’d half expected he’d need to race over and recover Callum’s corpse for later resurrection.

      But the mission went off without a hitch.

      He saw Callum open Dagon’s Scale just outside the settlement, and Darren’s elite forces drifted down with silk sheets outstretched to slow their fall.

      They touched down on the road, already wearing their disguises and spread out.

      The original plan was that if even one of them made it behind enemy lines the mission would go on. As it happened, every one of them made it just fine. They’d learned a lot from their training.

      They separated from Callum after a few brief words were exchanged, and they went on their way. For his part, Callum settled down to wait, but not before flashing Darren a smile and a big thumbs up.

      Darren returned the gesture, though he knew Callum couldn’t see him. Callum’s senses were keener than a normal human’s, but to him, Darren would still just be a distant speck on the horizon. He’d be lucky to make out the castle Darren was standing on.

      And so Darren waited on that castle rampart. The sun rose, and Callum had to retract his wings and conceal himself as a simple traveler pacing back and forth along the cobblestone road. He was wearing armor recovered from one of the Whiteguard paladin zombies in Eastwood, so while he would still draw attention, he would blend in more than an unmarked paladin would. There was no hiding his large and sculpted physique, so there weren’t any other options for him. It was the reason why he wasn’t following the others into town. He’d draw too much attention no matter what he did.

      Morning turned to afternoon and then to evening.

      When night fell, Callum waited for the elite troops to return for their ride home, where they’d rendezvous with Darren and tell him what they had learned.

      But they never made the return journey. Callum waited well into the night, and soon it was closer to dawn than dusk.

      “Come on, Callum. Return.” Darren was waiting for Callum to fly back whether he could recover the soldiers or not. But, of course, Callum had other ideas. Darren could only sigh, since he knew he would do the same thing in Callum’s position.

      Callum set a course for the settlement. He was going to take a look himself. Darren followed him all the way to the town gates, which were still open from the previous day. A walled city like this one usually locked up at night, but perhaps the countryside of Whiteguard was safe enough to leave the doors wide open.

      Unlike the rest of the Sacred Seas, Whiteguard never had to deal with constant demon attacks. Perhaps that was why they had so many more people than neighboring nations. They’d faced the same threats of cultists and portals to the Seven Hells that everyone else struggled with, but their strong attachment to the Golden Temple had given them a martial culture that encouraged the best sons and daughters of their kingdom to train as paladins, not just the wayward second or third children of noble lines. Completing quests for their sigils was practically a way of life for them. Though there were many things about Whiteguard that had caused trouble for the rest of the Sacred Seas, Darren had to admire that, at least.

      Callum had entered the town without issue or challenge from the guards. And that was the last Darren had seen of him.

      Darren tried looking through Callum's sigil, but the same issue that caused interference with his clone bodies was interrupting his connection to Callum's sigil. The connection was there, but it was like looking through a pool of muddy water. He knew Callum was still alive, but not much else.

      He waited until dawn, and still, there was no sign of Callum.

      Face grim, Darren eyed the settlement from afar. Not a soul stood on those walls. In fact, the entire countryside seemed eerily quiet, if not for the animals.

      Darren came to a decision. He turned. The commander of the castle stood nearby, ready to receive orders all the while.

      “We now have no other options. Prepare your forces to march into Whiteguard.”
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      Darren spent the rest of the day rushing around the various castles and preparing. The regular soldiers needed to be updated in person. Getting those within his sigil network was far easier. All he had to do was send out a quest.

      

      New Quest Available!

      Invade Whiteguard (Unknown difficulty)

      
        	Join the offensive force at the rallying points along the northern and eastern borders!

      

      

      The only thing Darren regretted was that the quest he sent would be the first notification Thalia got that her armies were headed to war. He needed to return to the capital to fill her in.

      “It’s your empire too, Darren.” Thalia shrugged. “And while I’ve been running civil matters, I’ll be the first to admit our military wouldn’t even exist without you. I leave it all in your capable hands. If you think a preemptive strike is the way to go, then that is what we will do.”

      “It is the only path left to us.” Sasha nodded. “They’ve closed their borders to us and, by all intents, have turned extremely hostile, taking no effort to reassure us, nor make diplomatic overtures. Our spies failed, and now our special operations have failed as well. We can only assume the worst. Whiteguard may be summoning a world-ending catastrophe that will destroy the entity of the Sacred Seas. Perhaps they’re calling up the Lady of Darkness from the depths of the Seventh Hell.”

      Darren doubted that, since he’d met Laura in person. Even if she wasn’t bound by treaty to stay where she was, he doubted she’d muster the energy to leave her home. She seemed content to spend her days napping and fooling around in her workshop.

      “And don’t think you can conquer and pillage without us!” Morgana grinned. “I’m coming with you.”

      “We all are,” Cassandra said. “I noticed you sent that quest out as soon as Callum failed to return. He’s your friend, but he’s my nephew. I’ve got to look after him.”

      “If Kalaziel shows himself--” Darren began, but Cassandra wrapped her arms around his waist.

      “If Kalaziel shows himself, then we know only you can hope to fight him. But that doesn’t mean we can’t help you fight him! You’ll have every boost in my arsenal.”

      “And we’ll make sure none of his goons get in your way!” Asuriel placed her hands on her hips. “I remember you fought Commander Thorn to a standstill! Now that I’m at the Fifth Order, I bet I can fight him too!”

      Darren smiled. “Thank you all. I’ll be counting on you.”

      News of the war with Whiteguard was met with enthusiastic approval from most of the populace. It was common knowledge by now that Whiteguard had killed the emperor and paraded his corpse through the palace as their puppet.

      Then, they’d used that position to send in Sinful Servants around the countryside, rounding up entire villages and dragging them to Hell as trade goods to be sold to demons. Half the riots Thalia had spent so much time quelling had been demanding war with Whiteguard already. The people’s rage hadn’t quelled until she started recruiting the most rambunctious of the rioters into the army.

      In short, the Blackwind Empire already had all the justification they needed to enter a state of total war. And with Limedeep, the Northern Trade Union, and now the remnants of the Eastwood Kingdom all backing them, Darren had put together what was likely the greatest army the Sacred Seas had seen in generations.

      Four grand armies amassed along the borders of Whiteguard, along with a fleet of warships lining their coast. Quite a few of the ships in Cassandra’s merchant fleet were equipped for battle, and those ships were now on the front lines.

      Thalia couldn’t fly, so she stayed behind in the capital to manage things in Darren’s absence, and to direct maintenance and supply for what was likely to be a long and grueling campaign. The fortresses of Whiteguard were famous for being impregnable, and their armies were nearly as vast as Blackwind’s, despite being a much smaller kingdom compared to their imperial neighbor.

      But Darren and his warriors were prepared for a tough campaign. They would not break, and they would not yield. This war might take years of fighting, but the Sacred Seas could never know peace so long as Whiteguard was under the thumb of the Order of the Rod and a puppet to Kalaziel’s schemes.

      At Cassandra’s insistence, Darren gave a speech. She had something long-winded prepared for him, but Darren stuck to the main point of it all. This was a time for action, not words.

      “What we do now, we do for the good of all men and women of the Sacred Seas!” Darren shouted, raising Melancholy high.

      “War!”

      “Crush the Order of the Rod!”

      “Justice for the slain!”

      “For the Emperor!”

      The shouts echoed up and down the coast, and the cacophony might have been audible from all the way back home in Limedeep.

      Darren pointed Melancholy forward. “March!”

      Those who had reached the Fourth Order took to the air, scouring the skies for incoming threats from the heavens. The scouts had left by horseback an hour ago and would report back as soon as they saw signs of Whiteguard’s forces. Cassandra had used her Psychic Link ability so she, Darren, Asuriel, and Sasha were all connected and could relay information the instant they learned of it. That would keep all four armies up to date, and the instant one of them was attacked, all of them would know.

      With that, the army marched. The scouts didn’t report back, which had Darren worried enough that his generals sent out a second batch of scouts.

      Those scouts did return, and they told him what had happened to the first batch of scouts.

      Absolutely nothing. Their orders were to turn back and report the moment they saw something. And so far, they’d run into nothing worth noting.

      Soon, Darren’s army came across the first of Whiteguard’s fortresses. This one was a small border outpost built centuries ago when Whiteguard was worried about the growing Blackwind Empire trying to add them to their fledgling empire.

      The two nations had fought a few hectic border skirmishes, during which Blackwind learned the paladins of Whiteguard were good for more than just slaying demons. Immense strength made them useful not only as killing machines that dominated the battlefield, but as a labor force that could assemble castles in weeks instead of years.

      But now, this outpost stood empty, as did all its sisters. Not a soul stood on their ramparts. The weapons were gone, but the larders were still full, as though the people in them had left in a hurry and taken only what they could carry.

      [What is going on here?] Darren wondered, sending his thoughts to Cassandra and Sasha. They both sent back similarly confused feelings in reply. None of the four armies had encountered any resistance at all. It was like the Order of the Rod wasn’t even planning on defending Whiteguard at all, just like Eastwood and the Northern Trade Union.

      But that couldn’t be true. Why would they surrender the nation they had the strongest hold over without a fight? It made little sense.

      Darren had to know, and so he pressed on. The trip would have taken him a few minutes on his own at most, but he was still wary of an ambush from Kalaziel. He hid among the paladins of his army, unremarkable, under cover of his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero.

      “Shall we seize control of the castles? They would make good forward bases,” the general asked Darren. Darren had intentionally excluded him from the effects of his cloak so he could still get orders out.

      Darren nodded to the general, and soon the Blackwind Empire’s men were swarming over the abandoned castles. Darren wasn’t the only one suspicious of such a ripe and vulnerable offering, so they were being extremely careful. There were a few booby traps left behind, like a pitfall here or a precariously dangling sword suspended on a string there. But they seemed disorganized, like they were a few artifacts of spite. The Order of the Rod had prepared no large-scale surprises for them, just a few angry individuals unwilling to yield their fortress without a fight.

      [Nobody’s here, Darren! This is weird...] Asuriel thought through Cassandra’s Psychic link.

      [It’s the same here as well,] Darren replied.

      Sasha and Cassandra made their confusion known as well. Not one of them had encountered any appreciable resistance so far.

      They soon came across the farming and ranching villages closest to the border. The villages seemed oddly empty, like half their number were left behind. Animals wandered the fields unattended, and a few heard dogs mewling at empty rocking chairs.

      Darren could stand this mystery no longer. It took his army a few minutes to restore order to the village. They’d been caught completely unaware. Being civilians, they didn’t spot the army headed for their village until Blackwind boots were already stomping through their streets. A few tried to run, and Darren let them go. They captured this village without a fight, so they planned to make it a bloodless victory.

      When the villagers calmed down, Darren grabbed one of them. She was a woman with her hair tied back, and while the others struggled and tried to put up a futile fight against the army that outnumbered them ten to one, she merely continued churning her butter. She seemed calm enough to answer a few questions.

      “This village seems empty,” Darren began.

      “Aye. That would be the pilgrimage. A visiting priest stopped by our branch of the Golden Temple and told everyone that all true believers needed to head to Watershed, the nearest town. All the paladins were going, too. Looks like they left the castles completely empty while they were at it, if you folks are here.” The woman shook her head in distaste. “Whatcha’ going to do with us? Pillage and enslave the lot of us?”

      “No. Continue your lives as normal. Whiteguard or Blackwind, you will feel little difference,” Darren replied.

      Other villagers gave a similar story. The villages had emptied out sometime over the past few weeks. Yesterday’s holiday had been a muted affair, with all the zealots making a pilgrimage into town. No wonder Darren had seen so little activity from Whiteguard.

      Sasha, Asuriel, and Cassandra reported similar results, so this wasn’t something confined to one region of Whiteguard. Half the nation’s population had headed to the nearest large town. But why?

      He didn’t know, but he suspected he would soon find out.

      Darren diverted his army, weaving deeper into Whiteguard. Still, they encountered no resistance. Soon, they came across the first real settlement. The town of Watershed was large enough that it would have been considered a city in any other nation. Only in Whiteguard would the locals call it a town, for their true cities were each urban metropolises that rivaled the Blackwind Empire’s capital.

      There was no one on the walls, just like in the castles. Darren went ahead with a squadron of paladins, appearing unremarkable beneath his cloak and hidden in their midst. The moment they entered, they froze with horror.

      There was no ambush. No battle to be fought. But Darren wished there had been.

      The streets were lined with bodies. They sagged against windows or lay in the middle of the cobblestones as though they’d collapsed as one right where they stood. The women wore flowers in their hair and elegant gowns, and the men wore neat white suits. Everyone was dressed their best for the festival the previous day, and from the looks of things, they’d died midway through the party.

      “By the heavens, what happened here?” A paladin off to Darren’s left gasped.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” Darren replied.

      There were a few murmurs of agreement.

      “We should investigate,” Darren ordered. He wasn’t disguised as someone in command, but the others saw sense in this and heeded his words.

      Grim as the sight was, the paladins with him were fighting men and women. Many of them had spent time as captives in Hell, and those who hadn’t had certainly seen action there freeing the rest. Everyone present was a battle-hardened warrior, and they didn’t shy at the sight of a few bodies.

      “They must have drunk some kind of poison.” The paladin Darren had been speaking to shook his head in sadness as he ran his hands along the cold and clammy body of a young woman. “There isn’t a wound anywhere on her.”

      “But I see plenty of ale mugs. Perhaps the poison was mixed with the drinks?” another suggested.

      Darren found the drinks, and when he targeted them with his identification skill, he found that, sure enough, the drinks were poisoned.

      

      Heavenly Soulflight Poison (Rare)

      
        	This poison loosens the bonds between the mortal body and the soul, setting the soul free and consigning the mortal body to decay. The poison injects the soul with a modest quantity of Divine Aura, improving soul stability after death.

      

      

      Everyone around him must have drunk the poison. Men, women, children, all of them lay dead around him. Now that he knew what to look for, he realized there was something strange about the area. With this many humans dead, the Divine and Demonic Aura in the area should have been running rampant. It should feel as thick as ink on his body.

      The Demonic Aura was there, sure enough. With this many dead and no Divine Aura to counter it, Darren wouldn’t be surprised if imps, felbeasts, and other minor demons began manifesting right out of the air. But that the Divine Aura was gone could only mean one thing. He stood abruptly, eyes looking toward the sky.

      “What? You figured something out. I sense it!” one of the other paladins asked Darren.

      “I know what happened here,” Darren said.

      The others turned toward him, listening with rapt attention.

      Darren turned to them, voice grim. “They were harvested.”
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      Since no one came out to fight, the signal went up for the rest of the army to head into town and truly scour the place for clues.

      They’d arrived in Watershed quickly enough to prevent the manifestation of demons, but they hadn’t arrived quite soon enough to stop the undead from rising. Some of the corpses started moving, and a few less-experienced Holy Adepts around him grew excited at the prospect.

      “I think this one’s alive! She just twitched!” a young man said with a hopeful grin on his face. Now that the rest of the army had come, some new recruits were present to stomach the sight of so much death for the first time. Darren had seen that one in particular puking in the corner mere minutes ago.

      “Get back,” Darren warned, but in his eagerness, the young man didn’t listen. Behind him, a paladin stepped forward with her sword already drawn. She knew as well as Darren did what was about to happen.

      The young woman opened a pair of cloudy and unseeing eyes.

      “You’re alright, I’ve got--” the young man began, guiding the dead woman to sit upright.

      She let out a harsh, guttural hiss before lunging forward and biting two of the holy adept’s fingers clean off.

      “Ahhh!” he screamed, clutching his bleeding hand. The paladin behind him skewered the newly risen undead straight through the skull, putting it down with her first and only attack. She reached into the dead woman’s mouth with her gauntleted hands and pulled out the holy adept’s two severed fingers.

      “I reckon you’ve got ten minutes to find a priestess to reattach those. Hurry!” She pulled the frightened holy adept to his feet and sent him off, cradling his two severed fingers. When the holy adept was out of sight, the paladin shot Darren a grin. “I bet he won’t make that mistake again.”

      Darren nodded in approval. He was glad that some of his people had taken his training methods to heart. He placed the Fountain of Youth down and let it expand to full size; that way anyone getting water for the wounded could use it freely. Now that he had evolved the item, he didn't have any need to be stingy with the water, for it generated far more than he ever used.

      Darren quickly swept the town with his purification ability, converting most of the Demonic Aura into Divine Aura. That wiped out the Demonic Spirits forming in the area and would drop their numbers low enough that they couldn’t take over any corpses. So between that and the sunlight beaming down, this town would be fine.

      He left some men behind to dig a mass grave for all the villagers. Letting them rot in the streets would invite more Demonic Spirits from afar. The bulk of the army continued onward. There were a lot more towns than this one to visit.

      They encountered a few survivors here and there. Most were those who stayed behind in the villages, but there were a couple in the various towns who didn’t drink or had some inkling of what was happening and cherished their mortal lives too much to heed the local priest’s encouragement to drink and ascend to the heavens.

      But the number of people lost would be catastrophic for the nation of Whiteguard. Local lords and administrators lay dead next to farmers and craftsmen. With so many dead, the nation was a disheveled mess of lawlessness and broken trade routes. Whoever gave this order clearly had no intention of using Whiteguard any further, because it would be ungovernable in its current state. The locals were lucky Darren’s army was sweeping in to restore order and bury the dead, otherwise they’d be quickly overwhelmed by the undead and the demons that were just now beginning to emerge.

      More than one band of survivors they found were barricaded in their homes as they held fast against the mindless slobbering corpses of their former neighbors, now turned undead. Those were the encounters he and his men liked the most. The locals were overjoyed to be rescued by a group of paladins, even if these paladins were from Limedeep or the Blackwind Empire instead of from their own nation.

      “Sir, we owe you our lives.” A woman bowed. Behind her, her husband stabbed a zombie with his pitchfork, making sure it was dead. Her young children clung to one another, faces pale but full of hope as they looked upon their rescuers. “I must have the name of our savior.”

      Darren answered honestly. “I am Darren Heavengrace, son of Ariel Heavengrace.”

      The woman recognized the name as he suspected she might. She held a hand over her lips as Darren disabled his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero, and she could get a full view of him.

      “So the rumors are true. A living Heavengrace is walking the world. Apologies for my poor manners, Your Majesty...” The woman curtseyed, pulling her frayed skirt wide in an unpracticed attempt at courtly etiquette.

      “No need to curtsey.” Darren pulled her back up to her feet.

      Others had a similar reaction to his name. He was surprised to hear it still held so much weight. Apparently, the stewards the Order of the Rod had placed in control of the kingdom had not been well-liked. The older generation looked upon the ruling family of their youth with fondness. And among the youth, their admiration for him was even greater.

      “Ariel Heavengrace was the greatest priestess ever!” A young girl jumped in excitement after Darren introduced himself to her band of survivors. “She held back a demon attack single-handedly and healed all the wounded and crippled in an entire city free of charge!”

      Next to her, a young boy was equally excited. “I heard a rumor that Darren Heavengrace fought a Prime Sin and won!” He stared intently at Darren. “Was that really you?”

      “Yes, my mother saved Limedeep. And yes, I fought Asmoth’Koteth in Salsroth, though I wouldn’t say I won. Merely endured,” Darren replied.

      Spirits rose among Darren’s men as they realized what they thought would be a climactic battle between nations was instead turning into a humanitarian rescue mission. There was fighting, but only against the undead they were accustomed to and against the few demons that had manifested before their arrival. If any had doubts about the righteousness of their cause before, they were gone now as the locals welcomed and thanked them for saving them from demons and undead.

      Eventually, Darren and his men made it to the town Callum and the elite scouting party they’d sent were supposed to be in. Darren rushed ahead when he sensed a familiar presence deep in the town.

      Callum was there, and he was fine. He turned abruptly at Darren’s approach.

      “Darren? You’re not supposed to be here! What if there’s a surprise attack?” Callum stood, spear in hand, as he glanced at the skies warily.

      “If one was to happen, it would have done so already.” Darren crossed his arms. “But you. You were late to the rendezvous.”

      Callum ran his hand along the back of his head sheepishly. “Sorry. I ended up changing the mission.” He gestured to the bodies laid out around him. Darren recognized them. They were all men from the elite force he’d been training. At first, he took them for corpses like all the others lying about, but he sensed a faint spark of life in each of them and a newly bound sigil.

      “I couldn’t just let them die.” Callum gestured to the people all around him. “Besides, they have valuable intelligence about what exactly happened here. It took a bit of work, but I figured out the ale everyone drank was poisoned with something that spikes Divine Aura levels. The only way to stabilize their souls long enough for them to survive was to have them bind sigils, so they have an outlet for all that extra power without having their souls pop right out of their physical vessels.”

      “You ignored the plan. I thought you were in trouble,” Darren replied.

      “Sorry I worried you. But you’re the one who always says a plan needs to be flexible. I made an executive decision in the field to meet our goals.” Callum grinned sheepishly.

      Darren crossed his arms. Overhead, dozens of Fourth-Order warriors secured the area, and an entire squadron came streaming in behind him. Callum’s jaw dropped open when he saw the scale of the reinforcements Darren brought with him.

      That brought a smile to Darren’s lips. When he saw Callum’s shocked look, he said, “I also made an executive decision in the field. We are conquering Whiteguard.”

      Callum hadn’t succeeded in saving all of Darren’s elite troops, but he’d saved those closest to bonding a sigil. He’d also used quite a few other sigils attempting to preserve the lives of a couple of the local villagers. Perhaps they could provide information when they awoke.

      But in the meantime, Darren picked one of the troops that Callum hadn’t been able to save. He spotted the corpse of the eager young man who was always the first to show up for training in the morning. With a flick of his finger, Darren restored him to life.

      His heartbeat and blood coursed through his veins, but he didn’t awaken. Darren didn’t understand what was wrong at first, but a bit of investigation soon revealed the culprit. The young man’s soul wasn’t in his body. It was in the sky, drifting toward the heavens.

      It would have been out of reach if it had been just a little faster. Nearly all the other souls had already drifted high enough to find an aperture leading into the Seven Heavens, but this young man must have been pretty stubborn and unwilling to die, so his soul had been slow to leave his body behind.

      That meant Darren could catch up to it in the air and haul it back down to shove it into his empty body. The young man coughed and sputtered before opening his eyes.

      “I... I saw a bright light... I was going toward it...” He let out a wheezing breath.

      “That was the Heavens,” Darren explained. “Don’t worry. I brought you back before you made it there.”

      He let out a short chuckle. “I think I’m supposed to be mad at you for stealing me away from Divine Bliss, sir.”

      “No warrior of mine lets mere death stop him. I have died plenty of times,” Darren said.

      “Yes, sir!” The young man quit his slouching and sat up straight.

      “Report, soldier.”

      The young man quickly recounted to Darren and Callum everything he had experienced prior to his death. Things were largely as Darren had suspected. The most devout villagers from the surrounding area streamed into town for the festival, and everyone drank a bunch of ale. After everyone had drunk, the local high priest gave a speech about how they would ascend to the heavens in a rush and that their souls had a higher calling.

      By the time everyone realized they were poisoned, it was too late. People were keeling over right where they stood with looks of rapture on their faces. The poison was painless as it killed. Something about enhancing the Divine Aura and plucking out the soul felt positively orgasmic.

      “And that’s the last thing I remember, sir. Now, you said the rest of our forces have spare pants available?” the young man asked hopefully.

      “Go.” Darren jerked his head back behind him.

      Callum let out a low whistle. “Damn. Well, I’m glad the dead passed without much suffering.”

      “We need to keep moving. I will entrust you with cleaning up this town. Purify the corpses so that no undead arise.” Darren left Callum with a few dozen men and a few holy adepts before continuing on to the next town. Now that Darren had a better grasp of the situation, he didn’t expect to encounter any trouble until they got to the capital.

      They took care of the next few towns swiftly. Now that they knew what to expect, his people were quick and efficient. By the time the sun set, they’d reached the remains of one of Whiteguard’s larger cities.

      There were more survivors here, and a few groups had already banded together to fight the undead roaming the streets. There were even a few imps darting between structures and opening doors for the shambling zombies making their way through the city.

      They were slowly losing ground to the undead and the demons, but when Darren’s forces arrived, they made short work of both the demons and the undead.

      “Hey, looks like the festival-goers left the food out! Not bad. The buns are a bit cold, but this pie is great!” A paladin grinned as he helped himself to a plate, swatting a nearby undead aside with the back of one gauntleted hand as he made his way to the food.

      "Just remember not to drink the ale!" someone called out, followed by a laugh from the rest of the group.

      They had a grand feast, and the camp cooks hardly even needed to prepare anything. Darren scooped up all the poisoned ale barrels and moved them into his Inventory, replacing them with fresh stuff adulterated with a little bit of water from his Fountain of Youth instead.

      The following morning they left the city behind, put to order after their visit. The few survivors would have a tough time rebuilding the city, but the farming villages were in much better shape, and Darren directed the city-dwellers to them. They’d have to earn a living as farmhands until he could put this kingdom back together again.

      Darren and his forces swept over the land from three directions. He kept his force intact since he planned to hit all the largest cities. But Cassandra, Asuriel, and Sasha split their armies into four parts each so they could cover more ground. That turned an expedition that would have taken months into something that would only take a few weeks, assuming they continued to meet no appreciable resistance.

      But as Darren and his army swept through the first of Whiteguard’s Citadel, he soon realized there would be little resistance at all.

      “How odd...” Priestess Blossom said. She’d come with Darren’s forces. Originally, she’d been with Sasha, but a healer of her caliber was better suited to going wherever the fighting was thickest. Also, like Sasha, she was from Whiteguard, so she was a great deal of help with directions. Morgana trailed behind her, poking over the abandoned Citadel of Granitebreak. It was in far better shape than Neverhorn, as this one looked like it had been manned and tended to until mere days prior. But it was empty all the same.

      “What?” Darren asked.

      “There aren’t any paladin, priestess, or cleric corpses anywhere. The citadel must have been completely empty during the festival.” Priestess Blossom scrunched her brows in confusion.

      “Or Kalaziel had a different plan in mind for them...” Darren’s mind turned back to the rumors he’d heard. He’d heard a few whispers of the Order of the Rod possessing some pathway leading directly to the heavens. Perhaps Kalaziel wasn’t quite as quick to spend the souls of his most valuable servants.

      Granitebreak held no answers for them, so after leaving behind a skeleton crew to convert the abandoned citadel into a fortress under their own control, Darren moved onward, trailing along Whiteguard’s northern coast.

      There were no answers to be found in that citadel, nor the next one over. The craftsmen and women for the old citadels scattered around the Sacred Seas had mostly come from Whiteguard years ago, so they had more such fortresses than any other land.

      But if any still lived after what had transpired in this kingdom, they weren’t in their citadels now. The undead and the demons put up more resistance than the locals as they swept over the land. There were a few incidents where local landed lords still held half a garrison of troops, but most hid in their towers and estates the moment they saw Darren was a paladin, let alone the scale of the forces behind him.

      Only one of them stood out at all.

      “You there! Sir paladin!” A fair-haired lord on a towering steed rode toward Darren with all haste. A dozen horsemen trailed behind him. Ordinarily, a dozen fighting men might be intimidating, but not to Darren. With an entire army at his back marching hard, the intimidation probably went the other way around.

      “Speak,” Darren called out in reply.

      “What has the Order of the Rod done with all my men?” the man asked, worry in his voice. Even on his horse, he was only at eye level with Darren.

      “I do not know, but if they went to the neighboring town, they are likely dead,” Darren replied.

      The man cursed. “Heavens damn them. I knew I never should have let my silly little girl take up a sigil. Oh, Sasha, I hope you’re safe...”

      Darren’s eyebrows rose at that. “Sasha?”

      He thought the name was a coincidence, but after a bit of inquiry to the man before him and through Cassandra’s Psychic Bond, Darren soon realized he was standing before Sasha’s father. The man was overjoyed to hear his daughter was alright, although a bit concerned to learn she was at the head of an enemy army invading Whiteguard.

      “You’re not riding out to fight her, are you?” the nobleman asked nervously. “My darling Sasha has always been a bit of a silly girl. I’m sure some heinous villain tricked her into leading this army! There’s no way she’d turn against her countrymen...”

      “No, she works for me,” Darren replied. “I’m invading Whiteguard, too. It’s my army.”

      The nobleman was stunned, and his hand went for his sword by reflex. He eyed Darren up and down, as well as the vast army trailing behind him. Despite the fear in his eyes, he drew his sword anyway. “A-and who might you be, to lead such an army into our lands?” He looked like he was asking for the name of his killer.

      “Darren Heavengrace.”

      Sasha’s father froze. “Heavengrace, you say. You have the right look about you. I remember our last king. Tell me, since you’re here with an army at your back. Do you intend to conquer Whiteguard?”

      Darren shook his head. “No. I come to save it.”

      Sasha’s father sheathed his sword. “Then my men and I will follow you to the capital, few as we may be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Under Sasha’s father’s guidance, they journeyed toward Whiteguard City, the namesake of the kingdom. He knew the best paths for an army to take, and even a few secret entrances into the city, should they need them when they arrive.

      As the city came into view, Darren understood why other sprawling settlements were merely considered towns. Even Limedeep seemed diminutive in comparison.

      The walls of Whiteguard City were fashioned from lustrous white granite, polished and smoothed to perfection. Such cuts would be impossible for traditional stone masons. Only a paladin with an enchanted blade could achieve such precision, and thousands must have contributed to the city's impregnable fortifications.

      Seven concentric walls encircled the city, each one taller and grander than the last. The presence of the seaside on the city's northern shore did not disrupt the neat and even spacing of the circular rings. The city's artisans sought to emulate the heavens themselves, refusing to let any mortal force stand in their way. Great walls towered out of the water, shrugging off the waves as effortlessly as natural cliffs.

      Each guard tower lining the walls was substantial enough to be considered a castle elsewhere. The streets were paved with cobblestones, worn smooth over the centuries.

      In contrast to the stout and sturdy fortifications, the buildings within the city soared toward the sky as if attempting to pierce the heavens. They towered higher than any mortal material should allow, giving the city an ambitious and lofty atmosphere. Every other city in the Sacred Seas seemed primitive in comparison. It was no wonder Whiteguard was considered the wealthiest kingdom in the region.

      Morgana let out a low whistle. "Why did I never think to come here before?"

      "I've never seen these streets empty. Tragic..." Priestess Blossom sighed.

      This was the homeland of Darren's ancestors. His mother's family had lived and ruled over this city for generations. He tried to recall memories of this place, but found nothing. It was as if his past before that fateful day in the cave had happened to someone else.

      He'd put those thoughts aside when he met Cassandra, Callum, and Morgana. Having made new friends and built a life worth living, there was no point in dwelling on what could have been.

      But as he looked at this city, he could imagine himself strolling the streets as a pampered prince. What would he be like, if he’d had such a fate? Would he still be the person he was today? Or would he be unrecognizable to his current self?

      "Wait, the streets are empty." Morgana furrowed her brow. "Shouldn't they be covered in bodies like all the others we've been to?"

      "It's midmorning, so if they were still alive they'd be up and about by now..." Blossom mused.

      "Which means someone moved them," Darren concluded. It seemed his forces might face a proper battle after all.

      "Look there." Sasha’s father pointed his sword at the palace’s walls. "The royal guard's watchtower still burns brightly. They value their duty more than even the call of the heavens, and they must always be prepared for a fight. They never drink and never abandon their posts while on duty, even during festivals."

      "That probably saved their lives," Priestess Blossom said. "We should speak to them."

      They waved to catch the attention of the guards, but received no response. Darren could see figures scurrying about the city, keeping watch. It appeared a fight was inevitable.

      "Stay sharp," Sasha’s father warned, exhaling sharply. "I suspect they will be hitting us with arrows soon."

      He reached behind him for his helmet, which was tied to his saddlebag,

      "If they’d wanted to talk, they would have sent a runner out to us. I'd wager they spotted our approach hours ago." He turned to Darren and his companions. "I have a spare helmet and shield here, but only one."

      "Give them to Blossom." Darren nodded toward their priestess. He suspected she was the most vulnerable to arrow fire. The arrows would bounce off his skin, and getting a few arrows stuck in her would only make Morgana's attacks hit harder, considering her new Masochistic Fervor skill.

      Darren took up a position in front. He pulled Melancholy from his Inventory and propped it up on his shoulder. The long shaft of metal was big enough to be a shield for normal-sized people, and sticking it in the air would make it that much harder to hit those behind him.

      Over his other shoulder, he propped up his Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation. It was a bit smaller than Melancholy, and he felt a bit silly carrying two enormous swords. Still, he certainly had the strength for it, and they would block twice as many arrows.

      As soon as he equipped the second sword, arrows started flying. One or two at first, followed by dozens more as the others caught on that it was time to attack. Darren didn't move to block or stop them in any way since doing so could expose his comrades following close behind him.

      "Bodkin points!" Sasha's father cursed as he held his shield over his head. "They’ll go right through armor. Behind me, fair ladies! I will shield you!"

      Bodkin points or not, the arrows bounced off Darren's skin, bent and broken no matter where they struck. Bare chest and shoulders, neck, face, even his eyes were immune to projectiles of this humble caliber, and not one of them slowed his pace in the least as he approached the palace.

      As they drew closer, the volleys grew increasingly desperate, solidifying Sasha's father's claim that they were fighting the city's royal guard. Deeper in the city, Darren started seeing a few bodies piled into carts and awaiting burial. Some of them had arrows in their skulls that matched the ones bouncing off him now. With its dense population, this city could have given rise to a new demon lord from nothing more than the dense quantity of Demonic Aura that so much human death could generate.

      For preventing that, these royal guards had earned a little mercy from him.

      Once they realized their arrows would not do anything to Darren, they stopped wasting ammunition. Instead, stronger projectiles hurtled toward him, some in the form of enchanted arrows and others purely magical. Some of these were strong enough that Darren swatted them out of the air with the flat of one of his blades. He even caught one when he saw a powerful arrow flying toward him.

      He soon discovered he could weave a web of Divine Aura over himself and his companions. The web itself did nothing other than extend his sense of touch, but that was all it took to activate his Inventory. After that, all the arrows flung at their group went straight into his pocket, undamaged by blunting themselves on his skin.

      "I'm jealous!" Morgana grinned. "You're stealing their arrows right out of the air!"

      "It's not stealing. I'm just keeping them safe," Darren replied.

      Sasha's father lowered his shield, looking a little chagrined as he realized he was simply trailing behind Darren like the others. But he laughed it off with a chuckle. "That is some defensive ability you have, Your Majesty! I have seen paladins shield themselves from arrow fire, but rarely others as well, and never as casually as you do!"

      Eventually, they made it to the sixth ring of walls leading deeper into the city.

      "The door to the next ring is locked." Blossom frowned. "Those of us who can't fly will have a tough time heading deeper."

      "Morgana, carry Blossom," Darren said.

      "I'm a decent climber. I could probably make it up the wall..." Sasha's father muttered. "Let me just find a good place to tie off my horse and—"

      He was interrupted by Darren reaching under his horse's belly and taking flight with both Sasha's father and the horse over his shoulder.

      "—And I suppose that works..." Sasha's father had a white-knuckle grip on his reins, and his horse wasn't in much better shape. The steed would have bucked and kicked if Darren hadn't wrapped it up in Divine Energy Constructs to hold it tight and prevent it from moving.

      Breaking through to the fifth ring went much the same, and the fourth after that. Simply flying straight to the palace probably would have been quicker, but he wanted to keep all the attention on him. His allies were only now roaming the city's outer ring, and the royal guard could truly cause some casualties if they clashed with his army. The best way to keep bloodshed to a minimum was to have them completely focused on him.

      So he kept up his slow and steady walk through the fourth ring, and the third and second. The royal guards from everything he passed followed him, correctly identifying his party as the greatest threat, despite the army pouring into the city. His slow and steady march gave them time to retreat and gather at the palace.

      "They've activated the shield over the inner ring," Sasha's father said. "It's an ancient family artifact of the Heavengrace Family. I didn't think it was possible to activate it without someone of the Heavengrace bloodline! It doesn't quite look like it's at full power. They must have gone into the catacombs and gotten a little tricky with healing magic to coax it into activating."

      "An artifact of the Heavengrace family, you say?" Morgana turned to Darren. "You know, that means it's technically your artifact. Do you think we could swipe it?"

      Darren shook his head. They already had a magic city-protecting shield in Limedeep. There was no need for a second one. "It belongs to this city, so here it will stay."

      But just because he wasn't going to take the magic shield didn't mean he wouldn't seize control of it. He brushed his fingers across the glowing bubble. Then, with one finger pointed like a needle, he popped it.

      He expected it to put up more of a struggle. He'd been prepared to use his mastery of Divine Aura to weave a hole in the bubble large enough to walk through. But this Divine Aura leaped to obey when he made his will known. It was like a loyal puppy finally sighting its master after a long absence.

      The bubble collapsed, and all that stood between Darren and the palace were the locked iron gates. One kick shattered the metal gates, and Darren and his companions walked straight through.

      As Darren and his companions approached the palace, they were met by an array of weapons aimed at them. Darren held up his hand, signaling for his companions to stay behind him. He leaned casually against Melancholy's hilt, appearing nonchalant despite the tense situation.

      [I could blow them all up?] Ashe suggested, eyeing the densely packed group of guards. [They're certainly close enough.]

      Darren shook his head. [Not yet.]

      "Halt, intruder!" a silver-haired woman bellowed. Her wings, glimmering like freshly minted coins, extended impressively behind her. Judging by her ornate armor and her prominent position among the crowd, she was likely the captain of the Royal Guard and a formidable Fourth-Order paladin. "You have trespassed into the royal palace of Whiteguard! The ancestral home of the Heavengrace Royal Family and the current residence of our royal stewards. How you managed to penetrate so deep into our lands and choose such an unfortunate time to strike is beyond me, but know this. You will go no further!"

      "Sheathe your weapons. They are no use to you," Darren calmly advised.

      The men and women surrounding the silver-haired captain tightened their grips on their weapons, determination etched on their faces. Darren could see hands straining to maintain their bows at full draw, and those wielding swords and shields were slick with sweat.

      The group of guards appeared to have experienced relentless combat since Whiteguard's fall. Once adorned with the shining gilding of ceremonial armor, their equipment now bore the scars of battle: holes and dents the size of fists marred its once-pristine surface. Many of the guards also wore bandages over their hands, faces, or beneath their helmets, hinting at the injuries they had sustained.

      "The Royal Guard will never permit a barbarian warlord to seize this palace!" the silver-haired woman declared, her voice resolute. "Not while a single one of us still draws breath!" With a defiant flourish, she raised her sword high.
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      Captain Emelia awoke to the sound of chaos in the early morning hours. The clamor and panic of the royal guard echoed through the palace halls, jarring her from what should have been a peaceful slumber. The yearly festival was always a bit tiring for her, and she wanted to stay sharp for the morning after. That’s when the trouble usually began.

      But this year, the trouble came early, and it was far worse than Captain Emelia’s most paranoid fears. No wonder she’d slept so fitfully.

      The moment she heard the clamor out her window she rolled to her feet and peered into the darkness. The eyes of an archpaladin pierced the shadows easily, and through them she saw chaos. She threw on her armor and rushed to her office where several of her guards were gathered, visibly shaken and on edge. She wasted no time in addressing them, her voice firm and authoritative.

      "What's the situation? Report!"

      A young guard, his face pale and eyes wide with fear, quickly stepped forward. "Captain Emelia, it's a disaster! People across the city are dropping dead, and we don't know why. It's like an unseen force is attacking us."

      Emelia felt her heart clench in her chest at the horrifying news, but she steeled herself and focused on her duty. "Alright, we need to act fast. Gather every available guard and split them into teams. We need to secure the palace and make sure the royal steward is safe."

      "Yes, Captain!" The young guard saluted and rushed off to follow her orders. “And get Torn here if you see him.”

      Torn was her second-in-command, and had been with the royal guard nearly as long as she had. He was supposed to be on leave, but with any luck he’d still be in the palace. For a situation like this, Emelia needed her best.

      The Heavens gave her some luck, and the young guard returned with Officer Torn not long after. She immediately gave him his orders. "Torn, I want you to organize the teams responsible for clearing the city streets. We need to remove the bodies before they can turn into undead monstrosities. After that, I want an estimate on how many civilians are dead and how many we have left to protect. We may have to set up shelters if we aren’t able to clear the streets before they begin to turn."

      Torn nodded gravely, his eyes reflecting the weight of the situation. "Understood, Captain. We’ll save whoever’s left whether they want to be saved or not. But… I’ve got to warn you. Things look pretty grim out there. I don’t know what in the Seven Hells happened, but it looks like it wiped out half the city in the blink of an eye."

      As Emelia watched her men snap into action, she couldn't help but feel a sense of dread creeping over her. What was happening to Whiteguard? And who, or what, was responsible for this nightmare?

      After issuing her orders, Captain Emelia made her way to the royal steward's chambers, her footsteps echoing through the now eerily quiet palace halls. Upon arriving at his door, she knocked with a sense of urgency, knowing time was of the essence.

      The door opened, revealing the steward, Steward Elwin, who wore an expression of irritation. "Captain Emelia, what is the meaning of this intrusion? I was in the middle of a very important …discussion with these lovely ladies." He gestured to a pair of very drunk and very naked women sitting on a nearby sofa. One held a musical instrument, and the other was rubbing her chest with a bottle of wine.

      Emelia gritted her teeth, trying to contain her annoyance. "Steward Elwin, the city is in grave danger. People are dropping dead in the streets, and we need to secure your safety immediately. I must insist that you stay in your chambers until we have the situation under control."

      The steward scoffed, dismissing her concerns. "Surely, you must be exaggerating. A few unfortunate deaths do not warrant such a dramatic response."

      Emelia had to make him understand the severity of the situation. She wanted to wring him by his neck and force him to see the carnage outside with his own eyes. But the words that came from her mouth were considerably more polite. "My lord, please accompany me to the window."

      Reluctantly, Steward Elwin followed her to a window overlooking the city streets. The sight that awaited them was horrifying. Piles of lifeless bodies littered the ground, and the once-lively festival was now a scene of chaos and terror.

      As Steward Elwin stared, his face turned ashen. "I... I have changed my mind. I will seek safety in my chambers. Ladies, with me!"

      Emelia seized the moment. "My guards will be posted outside to ensure no harm comes to you."

      Steward Elwin scurried off without acknowledging her or the guard she sent after him, or the two naked women who staggered along behind him.

      As Emelia left the steward's chambers and closed the door behind her, she couldn't help but mutter under her breath. Losing the old Whiteguard royal family had been a true tragedy. Those that had replaced them were nothing but weak and hollow copies.

      After seeing to the royal steward’s safety, Captain Emelia stood before her remaining guards, concern etched on her face as she gave her orders. "We need to clear those bodies off the streets before they turn into undead. Time is of the essence!"

      Her men nodded in agreement, immediately mobilizing to carry out their grim task. As they worked, Emelia couldn't shake her worries for the future. This was a disaster unlike anything the city had ever seen.

      While overseeing the operation, Emelia noticed that many of the bodies clutched ale mugs in their hands. She instructed one of her guards to investigate, and they discovered that the ale contained traces of a potent poison. Further investigation traced the source of the ale to the drinks the Golden Temple had been giving out for free all night.

      Just what had happened here? And why?

      She would have questioned any member of the temple she could find, but not a single one was among the living. If they had willingly poisoned the city, they were among their first victims.

      Before she could investigate the mystery any further, her guards alerted her to a new threat on the horizon.

      “Captain, you have to see this!” Torn said.

      “Can’t you deal with it? I need to purge this Demonic Aura. The priestesses can’t handle all these bodies alone.” Emelia needed to walk among the corpses. Grim as the task was, her presence as an archpaladin could ward off the Demonic Spirits as surely as the priestesses’ rituals. Overwhelmed as they were trying to save what few they could save, the priestesses needed her help.

      “I’m afraid we have something even more pressing headed our way. The men on the walls spotted an army, and they’re coming straight here.” Torn shook his head with grim sadness.

      “One of ours?” Emelia asked hopefully, but Torn was already shaking his head.

      “Some of the banners indicate they’re from the Blackwind Empire.”

      Terror gripped Emelia’s heart. She knew as well as Torn did that they didn’t have the strength to fight off an army. But nearly every soldier stationed in the capital had been out and about during the festival. How did an army even reach the interior of Whiteguard?

      “Blackwind? I knew tensions were turning grim, and that they were blaming us for their recent demon problems, but how could they launch an invasion?” Emelia stood from the body she was crouched over, eyes wide and face pale.

      Torn shrugged. “I don’t know, but they’re here all the same.” He adjusted his sword belt, shuffling awkwardly as he did so. He had the look of a man who’d seen his own death on the horizon.

      With most of the city’s defenders dead and a disaster brewing within the walls, how could they hope to mount a defense?

      Acting quickly, she realized she had to give orders. It didn’t matter if they were the right orders, but she and her men had to do something or they would lose all hope. “Retreat to the walls! Tell the civilians to evacuate to the guard towers lining the inner rings and barricade themselves inside. Those should hold a while against the undead.”

      “But the army from the Blackwind Empire…” Torn said, with a heavy voice.

      “We’ll have to hold them off until aid arrives from another city. We were hit by this disaster, but surely the other cities and lords will realize what happened and send aid.” Emelia tried to force hope into her voice. Reinforcements from beyond the capital were truly their only hope.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Emelia's eyes widened in disbelief as she observed the invaders. Their leader was surrounded by a staggering number of Fourth-Order warriors, and even more Third-Order paladins, priestesses, and clerics bolstered their ranks. From the looks of things, nearly everyone else was a holy adept.

      Where had the Blackwind Empire procured such a force? Not even Whiteguard could muster such an army after the disastrous battle at Bridgefort that had destroyed most of their orders besides the Order of the Rod. This was a force that could completely overwhelm her already weakened defenses.

      “We need to use the shield artifact,” Emelia ordered Torn. “Prepare to activate it over the city. Hopefully it can buy us a few days. Long enough for someone to respond.”

      “But to activate it…” Torn protested, but when he saw the resolve in Emelia’s eyes, he yielded. “Alright. I’ll pull some Heavengrace blood from the vault and use it to activate the shield.”

      “Good.” Emelia gripped her lieutenant’s shoulder. “We need to hold on as long as we can.”

      Torn nodded and departed to activate the shield.

      Every drop of that blood was a precious resource now that the Heavengrace main family was no more. Without it, some of Whiteguard’s most precious ancient artifacts gifted to them by the seraphim during their service in the battle against demonkind would be nothing more than museum curiosities.

      But as the enemy army drew closer, Emelia feared that the barrier wouldn’t be enough. There were simply too many archpaladins among the enemy. They could hammer on the barrier day and night and force it open in no time. She sent word to Torn to amend her previous orders. Instead of enveloping the entire city, they should just envelop the inner rings to concentrate the barrier’s power.

      She watched as the invasion force broke past the city gates. Traveling by their side was a man she recognized, even from this distance. That was Lord Roseguard! He was a faithful vassal of Whiteguard, or at least that was what Emelia had always believed.

      “What could make Lord Roseguard, of all people, turn traitor?” Emelia muttered to herself.

      She found out not long after. The man standing beside Roseguard was big, even for a paladin. Strong and well sculpted, he gave the impression of implacable strength. From his central position among the invading forces, he seemed to be their commander.

      And what a commander he was. His men looked to him with gazes equal parts awe and kinship. The sword in his hands made her arms ache just looking at its size. He looked at the city as though it were already conquered.

      To say nothing of the army, where had the Blackwind Empire gotten such a commander?

      The people nearest to him carried a strange banner, and she asked around until someone identified it.

      “I recognize that symbol! My father’s a merchant, and he said that’s the banner of Limedeep. Their king owns something called the Silver Sword Merchant Company. We’ve been seeing their gold and goods everywhere. If you’ve bought imphide boots in the last few months, that’s where they likely came from,” the guard explained.

      Emelia shuffled her feet. She was indeed wearing imphide boots. Peeling them off, she saw the symbol of the Silver Sword Merchant company emblazoned on the side.

      “Curses and damnation…” she muttered. “The King of Limedeep, huh? What is he doing leading an army from the Blackwind Empire? What in the Seven Hells is going on in the Sacred Seas?”

      She watched the invader’s approach, wondering just how brutal and violent they could be. The Empire was a savage land, by Whiteguard’s standard. Just how deep did their anger run? To come all the way to Whiteguard’s capital, it surely ran deep.

      To her surprise, the invading force entered fairly civilly. They picked up right where her people had left off and started purifying the bodies that they found in the streets.  They did a much faster job than her people did, too, considering how many sigil wielders they had. It looked like every one of them could wield Divine Aura to some degree.

      But their extraordinary competency only made her heart quiver all the more. Especially when she saw the leader of the invading force in action.

      He didn’t bother waiting for his army to finish clearing the outer ring and proceeded directly to the second ring. Emelia took him for a fool at first and thought they had an opportunity. If she could take this man down and hold him as a hostage, perhaps the rest of his army would surrender.

      Those hopes were dashed the moment she saw how he dealt with her archers.

      “The arrows just bounce right off him. No shield or anything! This man is a monster!” one of her clerics shouted, voice trembling.

      “My fireballs aren’t doing anything, either…” a priestess said, eyes hazy and distant.

      “He must be wearing some sort of defensive item,” Emelia said, though she doubted her own words. He seemed completely immune to every attack her guards could throw at him.

      Should she confront him herself?

      While she might save the city if she won, if she lost, her guards would lose their only archpaladin. Without her, they’d certainly be overwhelmed. She couldn’t risk herself until she had no other choice.

      “Keep firing! He must be draining a lake’s worth of Divine Aura to hold you off!” Captain Emelia ordered.

      Her subordinates looked doubtful, but they resumed their attack. Arrows bounced off the man’s body like they were nothing. Uncommon-ranked abilities from dozens of holy adepts couldn’t make him so much as flinch. He seemed unstoppable, shrugging off every attack thrown at him with an unnerving ease. His mere presence forced her guards to retreat, time and time again.

      They abandoned the outer ring, and then several of the inner rings as well.

      "We may be outmatched, but we will not back down! Our duty is to defend Whiteguard, and we will fight to the last breath!"

      Her guards, though visibly shaken, echoed her sentiments with nods and murmurs of agreement. They knew the odds were against them, but they were prepared to give everything for their city.

      As the battle raged on, Captain Emelia was shocked time and time again by the sheer power of the invaders' leader. She couldn't help but wonder who he was and where he had come from. But most of all, she wondered if there was any hope left for Whiteguard in the face of such a formidable enemy.

      Despite her fears, Emelia continued to lead her men, her voice unwavering as she shouted orders and encouragement. Her dedication to her duty remained strong, even as the enemy advanced relentlessly, pushing her and her guards to the brink of despair as their arrows and abilities did nothing.

      He was just one man; how could he force his way through the entire royal guard?

      The walls leading deeper into the city didn’t stop him in the slightest. Though they locked the gates, he simply flew right over them. If she hadn’t been certain he was an archpaladin already, she knew for sure now. Once, he even lifted Lord Roseguard and his horse clean over the walls. She might barely be able to manage the same feat on the ground, but in the air while flying? Impossible. Or so she thought.

      “It’s hopeless! We have to retreat to the palace grounds!” shouted one of her remaining subordinates. Sadly, Captain Emelia was in agreement. This man forced his way straight through wall after wall.

      “Fall back, everyone!” Captain Emelia ordered. “And pass along word to Torn. Activate the barrier as close to the palace as possible. We need the barrier at its strongest.”

      The man before her simply shrugged off everything they could throw at him. They hadn’t even had time to fight his followers. Just slowing him down long enough to activate the shield was taking all of their abilities.

      As he grew nearer, Emelia took greater notice of the man himself. He was handsome, of that there could be no doubt. His chiseled features and intense gaze were reminiscent of the old king, a man she had once admired and sworn to protect. The resemblance only served to deepen her confusion and amplify her fear, as she struggled to reconcile the image of the beloved ruler with the seemingly unstoppable force that now threatened her city.

      The shield, erected through great sacrifice, didn’t last so much as a moment. The man brushed his hand against it, and it shattered like glass at his touch.

      Emelia froze where she stood, hopes dashed so swiftly she hardly had time to contemplate them. Their only hope was gone, just like that.

      Drawing upon every ounce of her courage, Emelia jumped before her troops and bellowed, "Halt, intruder!" Her wings, glimmering like freshly minted coins, extended impressively behind her, as if they could somehow shield her from the terror she felt. "You have trespassed into the royal palace of Whiteguard! The ancestral home of the Heavengrace Royal Family and the current residence of our royal stewards. How you managed to penetrate so deep into our lands and choose such an unfortunate time to strike is beyond me. But know this. You will go no further!"

      "Sheathe your weapons. They are no use to you," the paladin calmly advised, his voice unnervingly steady.

      Emelia's heart raced, her breaths coming in shallow gasps as she watched the men and women surrounding her tighten their grips on their weapons. They were all determined to protect the palace, even if it cost them their lives.

      "The Royal Guard will never permit a barbarian warlord to seize this palace!" Emelia declared, her voice shaking despite her best efforts to maintain control. "Not while a single one of us still draws breath!" With a defiant flourish, she raised her sword high, praying that her fellow guards would find strength in her resolve, even as her own doubts threatened to consume her.

      She steeled herself, her eyes locked on the approaching paladin, preparing for the confrontation that was certain to come. Though she was terrified, she knew that she needed to stand her ground for the sake of her city and its people.

      Captain Emelia hesitated, her grip tightening on her sword as she considered whether to attack. She noticed the man sigh, seemingly contemplating whether to cut her and her guards down. But before she could make a decision, Lord Roseguard, Sasha's father, rode forward and addressed her.

      "Put away your sword, Captain Emelia! This is no barbarian warlord who stands before you!"

      "Lord Roseguard!" Emelia recoiled, lips curling in anger. With one of Whiteguard’s most respected lesser lords siding with this invader, it was no wonder they’d managed to break so far into Whiteguard. "Never would I have thought I would see you siding with invaders! How could you betray our nation?"

      "It is you who stands against Whiteguard, not I! This man is no barbarian invader. He is Darren, son of Ariel, and last of the line of Heavengrace!" Lord Roseguard shouted in response.

      Emelia could hear her guards murmuring and saw some archers easing their grips on their bows. Lord Roseguard's words clearly held weight among them.

      "The Heavengrace family is dead! Killed by our enemies! It was the Royal Guard's greatest failing and a stain that shall besmirch us for all time."

      "You can't be that naive, Captain Emelia. You know as well as I that no foreign force slew our king. The same order that has doomed our nation today was preparing our doom even then! The Order of the Rod! But when they said every royal family member was dead, they lied. One lived, and he stands before you now, Darren Heavengrace, son of Ariel Heavengrace!"

      Emelia watched as her guards exchanged glances, confusion etched on their faces. They looked to her for guidance, but she herself was torn. If Darren truly was a Heavengrace, their allegiance would be to him. It was a risk she couldn't ignore.

      "Show me this shield," Darren Heavengrace said. His voice was smooth, and it reminded him once again of the old king. "You say only a Heavengrace can activate it?"

      Could Lord Roseguard speak truly? Could this man be a long-lost descendant of the old royal family? He certainly had the right look about him. And speaking truly, her heart would rather have the man before her as her king than the steward she had.

      "That is so," Emelia replied cautiously. The man had broken through their shield like it was nothing. Her only chance to stave off defeat now was with words. She would play along with Lord Roseguard’s little delusion. When this man proved himself an imposter, she would strike him down.

      "Then I will activate it. Lead the way.” The man who called himself Darren Heavengrace spoke with unyielding confidence.

      As Darren pushed his way through her guards, Emelia couldn't help but be impressed by his strength. He moved with the air of someone accustomed to authority, and she found herself following him despite her doubts.

      "The Heavengrace artifacts are this way," she said, her voice betraying her uncertainty. She could feel the tension in her subordinates gradually subsiding as they returned to familiar territory. At heart, the royal guards were guards. They followed royal family members around and guarded them. This was what they trained for.

      As they walked, Darren offered advice to Emelia and her men. "Withdraw your men from the outer rings. Have them all return to the palace."

      "There are undead prowling the city and more than a few imps. We need to bless and burn the bodies, or they will just keep coming," Emelia replied, face drawn tight in a scowl.

      Darren shook his head. "I know. My warriors will take care of it. We did so for every city on our way here. This entire kingdom would be overrun if we hadn’t.”

      Captain Emelia considered Darren's words, her skepticism gradually giving way to cautious hope. If he truly was the last Heavengrace, perhaps there was a chance to save Whiteguard after all.

      Captain Emelia hesitated, uncertainty clouding her thoughts. "To be honest, we assumed that was exactly what happened. We expected to be one of the few bastions of civilization left. I'm glad that is not the case. How many cities were you able to purify?"

      "All of them."

      "All? Whiteguard is a big place."

      "I have twelve more armies scouring the countryside."

      Emelia's eyes flickered to the walls, no doubt assessing the size and disposition of Darren's forces. She had relied on guerrilla tactics, knowing her forces were hopelessly outnumbered. Now, learning that Darren's forces were just a fraction of his total assets, she couldn't help but feel a sense of hopelessness wash over her.

      "The shield artifact is up ahead," she said, pointing to a set of heavy bronze doors. Before Darren could kick the door open, she produced a key and unlocked them.

      Descending the stairs behind the door, the concentration of Demonic Aura would normally intensify. But thanks to years of careful work by the Heavengrace family and scholars whose names had been forgotten to time, no demon could manifest in this place. Instead, the concentration of Divine Aura grew greater, and they entered a room filled with rows of books.

      "Every member of the Heavengrace family was a scholar of their chosen field," Emelia explained. "The ancients had theories for everything. Physics, engineering, economics, and medicine are all written here in these books. By learning what they could, the Heavengrace family elevated our nation above all others."

      She described the numerous accomplishments of the Heavengrace family, her eyes meeting Darren's as if to ask what he was a master of. He didn't have an answer, but when she pointed to the sphere on a nearby stand, he demonstrated his Heavengrace lineage.

      "There is the shield artifact. Only a Heavengrace can activate it. If you can--"

      Darren had activated it before she could finish speaking. "You have your proof," he said, gesturing to the glowing sphere. Emelia stared, mouth agape, while Lord Roseguard looked smug.

      "Could it have been a trick? We got it to activate with a bit of ancient dried-up blood. Could this be the same?" one of the royal guards whispered.

      "When we did it, it took the lieutenant Torn and three priestesses just to get it to twinkle. Now it shines as brightly as the sun in the sky!" another replied.

      Captain Emelia clenched her jaw, her brows furrowed. "I... I will take this into consideration. But there's still the matter of the steward to consider."

      Captain Emelia remained silent as Darren inquired about the steward's whereabouts.

      Lord Roseguard snorted dismissively. "Cowering in his quarters, no doubt."

      "Lord Roseguard! The Steward Elwin is the Royal Steward! King in name until the seraphim say otherwise!" Captain Emelia shot him a glare.

      Sasha's father scoffed. "No. I bent the knee to the Heavengrace family, whose heir stands before us now."

      "I have proven myself," Darren declared, turning towards the exit. "I go now to purge the undead from the city. Tell Steward Elwin to join me, and no harm shall befall him."

      "Wait! You can't leave!" Captain Emelia protested.

      Darren turned, and for a moment, his demeanor had shifted. The air around him felt cold and oppressive, making Emelia's blood run cold, as though the very Divine Aura within her had turned against her. She realized that she could not stop this man from doing anything he wished. Nearby, two royal guards, both strong warriors, were visibly shaken.

      The chilling atmosphere dissipated as swiftly as it had appeared, and Darren's easy, gentle smile returned. "Look after the palace, Captain. I will look after the city. I will return at sunset."

      With that, Darren left the palace and rejoined his forces.
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        * * *

      

      Emelia watched the army of invaders at work. They harmed no civilians, and from the looks of things they were doing a better job containing the undead than she and her own forces had been.

      The thought of this invading force protecting her city had her feeling an odd combination of relieved and helpless. She’d drawn her sword, but now she stood guard over the palace while this invader roamed Whiteguard as though the city was his own.

      When had she been defeated? When had they lost the battle for the city?

      She was growing increasingly certain that they’d lost control. By the Seven Hells, she’d seen the looks in the eyes of her guards. They seemed relieved. They knew this was a fight they couldn’t win, and now they had the perfect excuse not to fight it at all.

      “Stay strong…” Emelia muttered to herself.

      Darren Heavengrace and his forces swiftly dealt with the undead, and it wasn't long before the city was cleansed. The dead were burned or buried, the undead vanquished, and the demons eradicated.

      Throughout this process, Emelia and the royal guards murmured among themselves, uncertain of how to perceive Darren. Word of him activating the Heavengrace family artifact had spread, solidifying his claim to the throne. Once prepared for a valiant last stand, they now hesitated, unsure if they should oppose him at all. From the whispers that reached Emelia’s ears, some had already decided to acknowledge him as their true king. With a force like the one he’d brought, the city was his already. Why fight the inevitable? Especially when all evidence pointed to him truly being the Heavengrace family’s rightful heir?

      Darren's actions stood in stark contrast to the steward they had fought so hard to protect. While Steward Elwin cowered in the palace, Darren demonstrated his courage and dedication to the city.

      As the sun began to set, Darren returned with Morgana, a slim and shady-looking character, a priestess by the name of Blossom, Lord Roseguard, and three dozen of his greatest warriors.

      Captain Emelia was immediately on guard against that Morgana girl, but the shady-looking woman stuck close to Darren.

      They entered the palace, an intimidating force consisting of a dozen Fourth-Order warriors and twice that number of Third-Order warriors. Though the royal guard outnumbered them, only Captain Emelia was at the Fourth Order.

      A few royal guards reached for their weapons, but a fierce glare from one of Darren's archpaladins stopped even Captain Emelia in her tracks. "If you draw weapons with ill intent, be prepared to use them."

      The royal guards shot one glance at one another and kept their weapons sheathed.

      Captain Emelia hesitated, her training failing her. If the palace was breached, she was supposed to fight and give her life in its defense. But what was she to do if the invader claimed to be their true king?

      "Your steward, Steward Elwin, never showed himself," Darren stated. "Take me to him."

      "I... I..." Captain Emelia faltered.

      Darren didn't wait for her. Sensing the steward's presence in the royal chambers, he commanded, "Follow." His warriors fell in line, and after a moment's hesitation, many of the royal guards did as well.

      They ascended the stairs to the royal bed chambers, where Darren had sensed Steward Elwin was hiding. Darren threw open the door, revealing the steward. Once again, compared to this Darren Heavengrace, the steward of Whiteguard was an unremarkable man with a pot belly, scrawny limbs, and a pinched, scowling face. An entirely unimpressive example of kingship, especially when compared to the specimen by her side.

      "Captain Emelia! What is the meaning of this?" Steward Elwin demanded. "Who is this man? Didn't I order you to secure the palace?"

      "We must speak," Darren said.

      "My court is closed!" Steward Elwin attempted to slam the door, but Darren stopped it effortlessly. "But mine is open."

      The steward and Darren locked gazes, but Darren's resolve outmatched Steward Elwin's, whose glare crumbled. He turned to Captain Emelia, shouting, "Captain, get rid of this man at once! Or hells bellow, I swear I'll toss your captain's badge in the fire and melt it into a fishing weight!"

      Captain Emelia frowned, torn. She shot a look at Darren Heavengrace, and his eyes met hers. She was overwhelmed by those deep piercing pools of blue, frozen in place as surely as she would have been if trapped in chains. Eventually, words came unbidden from her mouth. "I... can't..."

      It was the truth. She couldn’t kick Darren Heavengrace from the palace even if she wanted to. She and the royal guards were outmatched, not just by his forces, but by him.

      He had the presence of a king, far more than Steward Elwin ever wielded. He had a gravity about him that had her and her guards leaping to obey his commands even though some of them said he should be their enemy.

      In a fit of rage, Steward Elwin grabbed Captain Emelia's sword, lunging at Darren to stab him in the stomach. The steel point struck Darren's skin, producing a dull thud. Their eyes met, and Darren retaliated with a swift, silent strike from his Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation. A moment later, the steward lay in pieces on the floor. He was dead, and Captain Emelia had watched it happen.

      Darren dismissed the carnage and turned to Captain Emelia. "Clean out the barracks so my warriors have a place to sleep. Announce to the people I'm in the palace. I will address all concerns tomorrow."

      Entering the royal bedroom, Darren frowned at the too-small bed. He needed to prepare the palace for Cassandra, Sasha, and Asuriel's arrival.

      Outside, Captain Emelia spoke with the two guards who'd been on duty when they arrived. When she left, they resumed their posts as if nothing had happened.
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      Darren had done this conquering thing enough times by now that his people knew what to do without even getting orders from him. They established order, made their presence and the change in rulership known in every town and village that still had enough people left to matter, and generally told everyone things would be just fine.

      His job had mainly been about stopping conflict as best he could between his forces and the royal guard. Thankfully, the royal guards seemed a bit more cooperative than he feared they'd be. They took his display with the shield artifact very seriously. Once they began to suspect that he truly was who he claimed he was, they realized they would be in the wrong to oppose him. From there, it was easy for them to justify standing down in their own minds. There was no need for a last stand, nor to defend an illegitimate ruler from a legitimate one.

      Darren was watching them all carefully, their captain especially. But he hoped for the best going forward.

      But there was still no shortage of trouble, despite his best efforts. The disruption caused by the loss of so many people was great, and what supply chains they had were broken. The towns to which the villagers used to go for markets were empty. And the few surviving townsfolk only had what food they had in their larders.

      The rural villagers had plenty of food since most of them were farmers, but in a few months’ time, they’d start running out of tools, clothes, and the other accouterments of civilization for which they usually went into town to trade their food.

      Something had to be done, and the sooner it was done, the better. Fortunately, the Blackwind Empire was getting back on its feet, so Cassandra could redirect some of the aid shipments being sent to them from Limedeep over to Whiteguard and Eastwind. Free food, tools, and clothes would buy enough time for Whiteguard’s society to reorganize from its broken remains. It would also do a lot to ingratiate the people with their new ruler. Every box of goods was stamped with a note from a representative of Darren Heavengrace, along with a crude portrait in celebration of his new reign.

      That had been Thalia’s idea, though the Blackwind Empire's aid boxes included both their faces. The common folk of the Empire rarely received any attention at all from the higher echelons of society, so having a gift sent to their village by the highest powers of the Empire left quite an impression, and by now, everyone knew the faces of their emperor and empress and spoke of them with fondness and inspiration. By the time Whiteguard had been fully rebuilt, it would hopefully be the same.

      While Darren’s people kept busy, he explored the palace.

      He’d never had much interest in palaces and grand structures like this before. His place back in Limedeep was more for his women than for him. To him, it was no more important than one of the hundreds of caves he’d used and abandoned while traveling the upper layers of hell.

      But this palace felt different. He felt like he should sense a connection to it. Like there should be some bond between him and the life that he could have had.

      His mother walked these halls as a girl. He tried to imagine her playing with other children in the courtyard or dancing in the ballroom. His mother’s entire family lived in this place for generations.

      They were gone now, but he remained. He was ignorant of their legacy, having been too young to remember anything about this place. But that didn’t stop him from admiring its weather-worn beauty.

      He returned to the family vault, where Captain Emelia had taken him before. The shield artifact that protected the palace was still there. He’d turned it off earlier, so his people could come and go freely from the palace. It wasn’t as good as the one back in Limedeep, but it was undoubtedly a powerful heirloom.

      And it was just one of the dozens more on display. Ordinarily, the first thing Darren would have done after finding this room was take everything and shove it into his Inventory. But that didn’t seem right. These things belonged here, so here is where they would stay.

      He had his eyes on one item in particular.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      Crown of Whiteguard (Epic)

      
        	The sacred crown of Whiteguard given to their first king by the seraphim as a reward for his many completed quests and his dedication to protecting the mortal world from demons. Only those with the blood of the first king flowing through them can wear the crown without being rejected by its power.

        	The crown contains memories recorded from the minds of all those who have worn it, allowing the crown to grow more powerful with each generation. May the rulers of Whiteguard ever be wise and just.

      

      

      The crown had lain on its pedestal, gathering dust for years. It was a family artifact, so the puppet the Order of the Rod placed on the throne had no hope of wielding it. He’d had a gaudy-looking hat made of exotic silk, laden heavy with gold and gemstones.

      But the crown in Darren’s hands was a simple band of silver. Any smith could make something like it, though few could match the mirror-bright finish. Nor could any match its magical effects.

      Darren placed the crown on his head. It should have been too small for him, but it swelled to wrap around his brows. It was more comfortable than it looked. He hardly felt like he was wearing anything, as though the metal had sculpted itself to his head.

      “Descendant,” spoke a voice that rang through Darren’s ears. Before his eyes, a window opened up, and he was looking at a white-haired bearded man wearing the same crown that now adorned his head. “If you receive this message, you have inherited my title as king. This symbol of power contains the memories, plans, and wisdom of our family, passed down throughout the generations. Learn from the kings and queens who came before you and add memories of your own for those who come after you.”

      “Hello?” Darren spoke to the image, hoping to speak with it. But then the message repeated, deaf to his words.

      The memories were useful, though not quite as vibrant as he had hoped. He’d wanted to be filled with visions of the distant past and look into the memories of a few of the kings who came before him. He’d thought he’d get to peer in on them as young princes and see what their lives were like growing up here.

      Instead, he was greeted with an interface much like his sigil’s. He scrolled through images, sounds, and long text articles. One was a map of the palace and of the city. Another was a list of long-term economic objectives emphasizing the importance of good roads running throughout the kingdom.

      He saw a moving image of one of his distant ancestors speaking to himself in the mirror, going over how to write and perform a good speech for different audiences. There were a lot of useful things in there, though all of them related to being a monarch.

      He left his ancestral vault, his mind turning back to Captain Emelia’s words. There were books aplenty here, though none of them were skill books. He checked with the crown and discovered she’d been truthful. His ancestors had all contributed incredible feats of science, economics, mathematics, medicine, and engineering. Their contributions turned Whiteguard into such a powerful, advanced nation, where they could secretly dominate even the Blackwind Empire thanks to their tremendous power and influence.

      What would he contribute?

      All of his ancestors studied vigorously throughout their youth, in addition to copious practice with weapons and in completing quests. The royal family had long believed a good king needed to be healthy in body, mind, and spirit.

      But Darren lacked that royal education. Though he thought he had a better head on his shoulders than most, especially since becoming a Fifth-Order human, he knew where his talents lay and where they didn’t.

      Perhaps he could lean on what he knew. His contributions could be about demon slaying. Or maybe about the deeper secrets of Divine Aura control, or how the lower levels of the Seven Hells truly worked.

      He was still pondering such matters when he realized the sun was rising higher, and he would soon have his first day at court.

      He emerged from the family archives and walked through the throne room. The palace was surprisingly well-staffed, considering how much of a loss the rest of the Whiteguard’s populated regions had taken. The royal guards weren’t the only ones who took their jobs seriously.

      As he passed, he was greeted with gracious bows and flowery words.

      “Greetings, Your Majesty!”

      “Most auspicious day to you, Your Majesty!”

      “It is an honor to serve under your name, Your Majesty!”

      The greetings continued until he arrived in the throne room, where he was greeted by a full contingent of the royal guards lining the walls, along with Captain Emelia, Morgana, and two of Darren’s own Fourth-Order warriors.

      “All rise for his majesty! Darren Heavengrace, King of Whiteguard, Limedeep, Salsroth, and Eastwood, and Emperor of the Blackwind Empire!” Captain Emelia announced upon his entrance.

      More people lined the throne room than Darren thought were left in the city. He shouldn’t have been too surprised, though, since he’d been getting reports of more survivors in the towns they’d purified from all over.

      The people of the Sacred Seas knew that corpses brought about undead, especially when gathered in large numbers. The moment the survivors saw so many of their countrymen dead, they fled to their shelters and their underground hiding places to wait out the invasion. It had been a long time since Whiteguard had faced masses of undead, but people hadn’t forgotten how to. Simply hiding underground to wait for the corpses to rot away or move elsewhere was one of the most common strategies for an average person to deal with them. Now they were coming out again.

      “First up, we have Tannon of the Brewers District,” Captain Emelia announced. “Tannon, present yourself before his majesty.”

      “G-greetings, Your Highness,” Tannon began. He was a stout man with a graying beard that reached halfway down his chest. His apron was stained with old ale. “I have a few questions about taxes. With so many dead, business in the shops is going to be bad. I know you expect a bit of coin after a successful conquest... ah... I mean... the liberation of the city. But--”

      Darren held up his hand. “There will be no taxes this year. Rebuild your shop and your city.”

      Tannon looked overjoyed. He turned to a dozen other shopkeepers in the crowd, all overflowing with excitement at the news.

      “Thank you very much, your most gracious Majesty!”

      The next to present themselves to Darren was a woman wearing rough rags. She looked dirty and tired, but she smiled hopefully at Darren.

      “Milord, I must beg a request from you. The well on the west side of town has been contaminated. It reeks of blood and decay. The Steward would do nothing about it, but I was hoping you could send someone to look.” She wrung her hands through her dress nervously.

      “I will go myself when this is done,” Darren replied.

      “Y-you mean you will check on it personally?” The woman’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      The guards waved the next person forward. They were worried about the Order of the Rod and whether they’d come to reconquer the city.

      “If they come, they will stand no chance against us,” Darren replied. He and his people were here to stay.

      The next person had a sick and injured child, and with all the Demonic Aura floating around, they were worried about their child turning into an undead. Darren ordered the child to be brought to the palace, where one of his priestesses could take a look.

      The only problem Darren couldn’t solve was a land dispute, where two men claimed they owned more than he suspected to be true. They had captured the palace records intact, so they would be able to sort out the mess eventually, but not before they found someone actually willing to go through all that paperwork.

      Ordinarily, it would take a great deal of digging to find the truth of the matter, but Darren simply activated his archpaladin wings and gazed at their reflections on their feathers.

      "You're both lying. Neither of you own any of the lands you claim," Darren declared as he witnessed both men plot in the shadows, where they thought they'd be safe from all prying eyes. They could never have guessed Darren could see their sins inscribed on their souls and plain for all to see in their reflections.

      “You will be content with your own shop. Do not come to my attention again."

      The men, fear in their eyes, bowed, scraped, and fled for their lives. No doubt their tales would stop anyone else from trying to cheat the city. Darren was happy to let word be spread that no mortal soul could tell a lie before the new King of Whiteguard.

      He suspected they and others were trying to move into their dead neighbors’ shops to take over their old businesses for free. But he wouldn’t allow that. The best way to draw people back into the cities would be to tell their countryside relatives that they’d inherited a storefront or home. Those relatives could sell or reopen the storefronts and homes as needed. If there was no clear owner, the palace could take the property back and resell it at a later date.

      The last person in line to meet with Darren on his first day holding court in Whiteguard was a familiar face. Captain Emelia of the Royal Guard.

      “Captain Emelia.” Darren nodded in her direction as she knelt on one knee, as humble as the peasants and townsfolk, despite her station.

      “Yesterday, I failed in my duty,” Captain Emelia said. “I should have recognized the true king of Whiteguard the moment you made your presence known and used all my power to overthrow the pretender who ruled over us to clear the way for you. For that, I offer my life in penance. I take full responsibility for any ire you might hold with the royal guard. Just don’t take it out on my men.”

      Darren waved his hand. “I do not blame you, so do not blame yourself.”

      “Shall I train my replacement to take over my post? Surely, you would want someone absolutely loyal to you as commander of your royal guards?” Captain Emelia looked over at the Fourth-Order paladins standing quietly in the throne room off to either side. Not that their new king needed any guards at all. Captain Emelia still hadn’t sorted out facts from fables, but if the rumors reaching her were true, King Darren was a one-man army and had proved himself as such on multiple occasions.

      “You are absolutely loyal to me now, yes?” Darren asked, head cocked slightly to the side. His piercing eyes felt like they shot right through Captain Emelia’s soul.

      “Yes, absolutely,” Emelia confirmed with a quiet gulp.

      “Then you will remain in command. I need someone who knows Whiteguard well. There is much to do and little time to train a captain anew.”

      Captain Emelia felt tingles in her stomach. She hadn’t expected to keep her head, let alone her position.

      “Gratitude, Your Majesty.” Captain Emelia took a deep breath. “It occurs to me I have not given you my oath of loyalty. Every royal guard member must be sworn in again now that we have a new king. Allow me to be the first.”

      Kneeling, Captain Emelia gave her oath of loyalty, which Darren accepted with the same easy expression he’d worn throughout the entire court session. He returned the oath in kind and looked prepared to send the captain on her way when she felt something nibbling at her consciousness. There was something else she needed to get in the open.

      Darren sensed her hesitation. “If a demon has your tongue, step closer so I can slay it.”

      Captain Emelia blinked. “Pardon?”

      Morgana, off to Darren’s side, smirked. “He’s asking you to spill it. Whatever you are thinking about saying, say it.”

      “Well... I couldn’t help but notice you and your men are desperately searching for where the Order of the Rod and those loyal to them have run off to.”

      Darren perked up on his throne. “You have clues?”

      “Better than that. I was invited to go with them.” Captain Emelia wore a slight smile on her lips when she realized she’d caught Darren’s attention. This was the first time he’d worn anything other than a slight encouraging smile during the entire day at court. He stood straighter, and his gaze focused on her with an intensity she’d never felt from the Steward when he sat on that throne. This was the gaze of a true king.

      His companions were considerably more expressive. Morgana jumped to her feet and waved her to continue.

      “Well, don’t just stand there. Spit it out!”

      “Just a week prior, I was approached by a member of the Order of the Rod. They informed me that our time in the mortal world was ending and that it was time to ascend to the heavens above. Much of Whiteguard’s common folk would be coming with us, though they would serve a lesser role than the paladins following in Kalaziel’s image.”

      There were a few looks of distaste around the room. Everyone who’d lived through the disasters of the last few days had a good guess about what Emelia was referring to.

      “Anyway, they gave me somewhere to meet them. It’s a popular meeting place for paladins, and I can point it out on a map. If you’re to find out where they went, that’s the best place to look.”

      Darren stood. “Show me.”
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        * * *

      

      Darren and Captain Emelia took flight. Morgana and six of Darren’s Fourth-Order warriors followed close behind. They soared over the countryside, and he noticed they got a few waves from the villagers as they passed overhead. Unlike in other parts of the Sacred Seas, winged humans were a much more common sight in Whiteguard.

      “It should be just ahead! Not much further!” Captain Emelia pointed toward a nearby set of mountains.

      To Darren’s sight, they looked odd. It took him a moment to understand why, but he realized the mountains felt like they were in a strange place. He’d seen enough of the world to know that mountains usually formed lines and were among many others of their kind. But these mountains stood alone, clustered around a single larger mountain that stood tall and defiant, like a finger piercing the heavens.

      And as Darren sensed the Divine Aura in the area, he realized that was exactly what it was. These mountains hadn't been formed here naturally. They'd been built here.

      “Hmm... it doesn’t look like there’s anyone here. Was I wrong? I expected to see the entire Order of the Rod gathered here...” Captain Emelia muttered.

      “Look.” Darren pointed to the largest mountain.

      Thick, white clouds flowed over the mountain peak, obscuring it from ordinary sight. But they were getting close enough now that human eyes could make out its features despite the mist.

      A thin line ran up the side of the snow-capped peak of the abnormally tall mountain. And as they drew closer, that line resolved itself into a path leading straight to the peak. And that mountain peak went straight up until it found a tiny pinprick in the sky. Darren knew what it was on sight. He’d gone into one, after all. That was an aperture leading to the First Heaven.

      “Is that a stairway?” Morgana yelled over the rushing wind.

      Darren nodded, face solemn. “A stairway to heaven.”
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      [Darren, you are not going up that staircase alone!] Cassandra said the moment he told her of their discovery through their telepathic bond.

      Darren wondered why Cassandra’s first thought when he told her about a pathway to another dimension filled with otherworldly entities was worry that he’d jump in to fight them.

      Granted, he’d done that a few times, but he was a married man now. He had to be a little safer about these things.

      [I’m not going to run up the staircase,] Darren promised. [Not yet, at any rate.]

      Running up this staircase, in particular, would be foolish. If this was where the Order of the Rod went, odds were some of them would still be nearby when he made it there. And worse, some of Kalaziel’s subordinates would be there too.

      “Let’s return to the city,” Darren said.

      Kalaziel had taken his assets to the heavens instead of engaging him in a conflict here on the surface. That explained why conquering the Sacred Seas proved so easy. Kalaziel had no intention of fighting for it in the first place.

      But ignoring the mortal realm could only mean that something even more important was happening. Something was going on in the heavens, and Darren had to know what.

      He sent a message to Asuriel, telling her to turn over command of her army to one of her subordinates. At this point, they were engaged in more clean-up than war. Darren needed her at his side, keeping track of what was going on in the heavens. Ashe had proven somewhat adept at that, though she was out of practice and struggled with the nuance Asuriel could provide.

      If the two of them working together couldn’t dig anything up, then Darren could do only one thing. He’d have to go to the heavens again and look for himself.

      But for now, they returned to the capital of Whiteguard. There was nothing else to do here. There was still so much work to be done in the mortal realm and many preparations to make. He’d conquered his way through the Seven Hells with an army at his back. And now he’d conquered the Sacred Seas as well. How much harder would it be to lead an army into heaven?
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        * * *

      

      Over the next week, Darren solidified his control over Whiteguard and integrated it with the rest of the Sacred Seas. During this time of trouble and strife, he provided order and safety. He could ease off when the remaining demons were dealt with, and the threat from the heavens was no more. But for now, the realm needed a ruler with an iron fist wrapped in a velvet glove, at least for Whiteguard and Eastwood.

      Limedeep was safe enough now that he could leave the city and its surrounding towns to grow at its own pace, uninterrupted by the affairs of its king beyond the need to call on assets there to aid the more troubled regions.

      He’d stopped giving away money for free to the locals there since the amount of silver and gold in the city had driven prices uncomfortably high. It would be awhile before that coin made its way out of the city and restored balance to the region.

      But all those issues of the day-to-day management would fall to Thalia and Cassandra. They held little interest to Darren, nor did he even think he would be good at them if forced. His management skills were largely limited to throwing the people giving Cassandra and Thalia problems out of windows.

      So instead, he stayed in Whiteguard, acting as a symbol of authority and unquestionable power while his subordinates restored order. The cities were still empty, but many of the village craftsmen had moved into the empty towns so they could service all the villages in the area instead of just their home. They were picking up quite a few new apprentices as well, since with the towns virtually empty, farmers were realizing they’d have an abundance of food.

      It would be at least a generation or two before Whiteguard returned to normal. They were fortunate that their population had been so high before, because now, with so many dead, they were roughly on par with the density of the Blackwind Empire. But in the meantime, they’d have no shortage of food exports and wouldn’t need to fear invasion because they were already under the rule of the most powerful man in the Sacred Seas.

      Asuriel arrived in Whiteguard. Their reunion involved much moaning, which was good because it inoculated the palace staff about what they’d have to put up with when Cassandra arrived, only on a much greater level.

      After being reunited, Darren set Asuriel and Ashe up in one of the palace chambers and had the two of them browsing their interfaces day and night to figure out what was happening.

      “Hmm... they’re covering this up pretty well. But having more than a million people sacrifice themselves and pour their souls into the heavens is something that you just can’t cover up.” Asuriel shared an image with Darren’s sigil. The image moved, and a male seraph with bloodshot eyes and a hood on his head stood in front of a corkboard, speaking manically as he traced threads from an overhead map of Whiteguard all the way back to a portrait of Kalaziel.

      “Information is spreading through unofficial news networks. Right now, they’re being written off as quacks, but they’re gaining traction faster than they can be shut down,” Asuriel explained.

      Ashe huffed. “Back in my day, there were investigative journalists eager to dive into a story like this.”

      “Perhaps we should expose them?” Darren suggested. If no one was doing the job right, he usually assumed it was time to do it himself.

      “That... could work. I actually recorded a lot of what I saw walking through Whiteguard,” Asuriel said.

      “And I recorded much of what I saw by Darren’s side,” Ashe added.

      Talk of recordings and data storage went a bit over Darren’s head, so he left the ladies to their own devices while he hunted down Callum.

      The two of them sparred a bit. Darren had to hold back, as usual, but Callum was stronger than ever.

      Darren probably would have been able to defend against him without issue if they were both in the Fourth Order, but even he had to admit he would have found it impossible to defeat Callum if the latter was intent on running away.

      Callum was just too skilled at flying and fighting in the air. He’d have been no match for the Darren of old while on the ground, but so long as they fought in the air, Callum fought like he was born with wings.

      “You’re really focusing hard on aerial combat, huh?” Callum chuckled as the two of them drifted to the ground after a fast-paced fight in the air.

      “Seraphim fight in the air,” Darren explained. “I need to beat them in the air.”

      Callum nodded in understanding. “I suppose that makes sense. For me, I’m just focused on making sure I can stay alive in a fight against a superior opponent. Letting you chase me around has helped me develop a few new tricks.”

      Darren had indeed seen Callum’s new tricks. Lately, he’d been deactivating his wings and plummeting headfirst toward the ground before catching himself at the last moment in a sweeping high-speed turn that sent him weaving through trees and over rocks.

      The maneuver was extremely difficult to follow, and Darren could imagine that during a pitched battle, any enemy tailing him would quickly lose sight of him, and he’d make a clean getaway. It was a trick Darren planned to practice himself, eventually.

      They had another objective while they flew and sparred, though. Darren was looking for apertures leading to the heavens, just like the one he’d found when he first met Asuriel. When he found one, he’d secure a path to the heavens.

      Sure enough, it wasn’t long before he found one.

      The first thing he did after spotting it was mark its location and try to stabilize the rift. The Protectors in the heavens would try to close it if they found it, so he shrunk it down until it was no larger than a pin prick. He could enlarge it again when he needed it, but for now, this would make it difficult to detect.

      His control over Divine Aura was far greater than it had been the last time he’d run into one of these. The rift between the mortal realm and this higher dimension made more sense to him now. It was like a ragged wound torn in the fabric of reality, and with a bit of effort, it could be patched over and healed. That would happen naturally over time, or it could be accelerated from either side by stitching the hole back together with Divine Aura.

      After shrinking it down, Darren did the opposite. He built a ring of Divine Aura around the rim of the opening to keep it from closing. Once he had an entrance to the First Heaven that was both stabilized and nearly undetectable, he returned to the palace.

      By now, Cassandra and Sasha had arrived, and even Thalia was making a diplomatic trip to Whiteguard.

      “I don’t think a diplomatic trip between the Blackwind Empire and Whiteguard has ever been quite so intimate before,” Thalia said as she lay naked in the royal bed chambers.

      “Relations are better than ever,” Darren said as he flopped down next to her after several hours of making sure everyone in the castle knew exactly how close Whiteguard and the Blackwind Empire were, now that the Blackwind Emperor and the king of Whiteguard were one and the same. Both countries still operated as independent entities, much like the council of Limedeep and the Blackwind Empire. But all of them were under the rule of the same man.

      Normally such an arrangement would make the Sacred Seas into a new empire under Darren, but one nation under his control was already an empire. He had several suggestions from the people hitting his ears already. Some were calling him the King of Kings, others called him the Supreme Sovereign of the Sacred Seas, and still others called him the Divine Ruler.

      All were flattering, but he wasn’t sure he’d like to be known as the living god of the Sacred Seas. Still, he couldn’t deny the new title was very good for his Hallowed Idol skill, and he could feel it enhancing his physical abilities across the board. People worshiped him for having united the Sacred Seas, which was a feat no mortal had ever done before.

      His countless bodies had created hundreds of legends about him that spanned the entire realm. Many had interacted with him personally and witnessed his powers for themselves. The fact that he could restore health and youth to the old and dying and resurrect the dead probably didn’t hurt his reputation either, according to Thalia.

      “I’m no divine being,” Darren said.

      Thalia snuggled against him. “Of course not, dear. I’ve met enough seraphim to know that they can’t possibly compare to the one and only Darren Heavengrace.”

      With his women and companions gathered, Darren realized he had an announcement to make. He gathered them all in Whiteguard’s palace and told them of his plan.

      “The fight is not over,” Darren explained. “The Order of the Rod and Kalaziel have fled, but they are not beaten. I fear they are not done with us, though.”

      “You think they’re regrouping?” Sasha asked.

      “Or worse...” Morgana shook her head grimly.

      Cassandra looked nervous. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Morgana is right. If Kalaziel thought it wise to pull all his forces into the heavens, it probably meant he needed them for something big. According to what we know, he’s trying to take over the heavens completely. Perhaps he thinks that once that is done, he’ll be able to easily return and reconquer the mortal world for his followers, ensuring a steady supply of human souls to the heavens forever more.”

      Darren’s thoughts had run along the same course, and he ran his fingers through Cassandra’s hair affectionately. “You’re right, Cassandra. Which is why I must go.”

      “You’ll leave behind your other Fifth-Order body, right?” Cassandra asked.

      Darren nodded. “Yes, but I cannot manage much with it.”

      Darren would keep his spare body for backup, but he couldn’t control it while he was busy in the heavens. It would, however, allow him to stay in contact and show his face in the mortal realm. With any luck, Kalaziel wouldn’t even realize Darren was in the heavens. The Prime Saint was no doubt still monitoring the mortal world hoping he would know the moment Darren made his move. But with multiple bodies, Darren could lull him into a false sense of security.

      “Okay...” Cassandra placed a hand on his chest. “It’ll be tough to have you so close and yet at the same time so far away. But... if this is what you think you need to do, then I trust you.”

      “We all do.” Sasha nodded. “If you can secure some intelligence for us, and maybe even a beachhead, we’ll be much better equipped to help you when the time comes. Though...” She placed one of her hands in Darren’s, reaching up to meet his gaze. “Promise me you will call for us when you need us. I know you must face battles that we can’t hope to participate in, but everyone has been training so hard just to be useful to you. We battled our way through the Seven Hells in preparation for this. If you call on us to invade the heavens, we’ll be ready to answer.”

      Darren pulled Sasha into a tight embrace. “I understand. I will call the moment I need you.”

      And so Darren shared a tearful goodbye with all his companions. But he could not allow Kalaziel to outmaneuver him again. It was time to take his fight to the heavens.

      “Asuriel, Ashe, I’ll be counting on you both.” Darren nodded to his two companions for this journey. The two of them knew the heavens like no one else in his group, and he had no hope of infiltrating the society of the seraphim without their help.

      “You can count on us!” Asuriel threw Darren a salute.

      “And we’re counting on you two to keep him out of trouble,” Thalia said to the two of them.

      “You can count on me!” Ashe smiled back at her.

      “Yes, we’ll be counting on you, especially for that, Ashe,” Sasha smiled.

      Asuriel pouted. “Bah. Trouble, shmubble. Just wait. We’re going to kick Kalaziel’s ass and be back in time for dinner!”

      And with that, the three of them set off for the aperture to the heavens.
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      The area of the First Heaven they emerged in was a wild forest teeming with a spiritual facsimile of life. The trees were thick and covered in beautiful, deep-green leaves. A canopy of green branches hung overhead, creating a natural roof that kept most of the light out and filtered it to an emerald glow.

      The ground was littered with bright flowers and shiny, emerald grass. The air was filled with a myriad of smells, most as lovely as the finest perfume. The beauty belied the dangerous nature of this wild place, for the Seven Heavens could be just as dangerous as the Seven Hells.

      There were heavenly beasts aplenty here, but they went silent as soon as Darren and his companions stepped through the aperture. For they knew there was a new predator in their presence, and his name was Darren.

      The last time he’d come here, he’d had a climactic fight with a Heavenly Water Dragon. That dragon had been quite tasty, so Darren was eager to bump into another. Sadly, a quick search turned up nothing of the sort, so they scouted the area for their true objective, finding where that staircase in Whiteguard led.

      Unfortunately, locations in the mortal world didn’t match up with locations in the heavens. There was only a small chance that they would appear near the aperture at the top of that mountain.

      “Let’s fly upward and look,” Asuriel suggested.

      They all took to the air, soaring overhead as they searched for anything resembling the peak of a mountain from the mortal world.

      “It’s probably just a small hill since we’ll only be seeing the top. Maybe there’ll be snow on it or something?” Asuriel frowned as they scanned the surrounding terrain.

      “It’s not here,” Darren shook his head. He had his suspicions that Kalaziel had hidden wherever he was hiding the Order of the Rod and all the souls he’d gathered from Whiteguard. The opening they were looking for probably ended in a cave or inside a building somewhere. They’d never find it in the air.

      So Darren donned his cloak once again, and Asuriel led him in the direction of the nearest settlement.

      “I’ve been here before!” Asuriel said, rubbing her hands together giddily. “This is perfect! Calabor is a large enough city to get lost in, even for a pair at the Fifth Order like us, who might stand out here on the First Layer. Ashe will have to stay in your sword since three would be a little too notable. But a pair of Fifth-Order lovers touring the city together should be largely unnoticeable.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll go.”

      They landed outside the city walls and wandered in through the open gates. Now that Darren saw a city of the seraphim up close, he was reminded again of the beauty of the civilization they’d built here in the heavens. Everything seemed so clean and orderly.

      If Whiteguard felt a few hundred years ahead of everywhere else in the Sacred Seas, this settlement in the lowliest of the Seven Layers of the Heavens was a hundred years further ahead.

      “The walls are just to keep beasts out of the settlement, since everyone can fly,” Asuriel explained. “We’re lucky. In the more advanced cities, they scan every face on the way in, but Calabor is just a backwater on the First Layer, so security isn’t too tight. It started as an outpost for hunters gathering food and other materials from the expansive wild regions here, so strangers wander in all the time, and identifying them all would be impractical. Otherwise, your face would definitely stand out.”

      “I will be depending on you for even more than I suspected, then,” Darren replied.

      “You won’t be disappointed,” she promised, smiling at him. “I, Asuriel, am an incredibly skilled master of clandestine operations!”

      Darren waved his hands, eyes darting to the seraphim wandering the city on their left and right. “Yes, you are, but keep your voice down.”

      They soon found themselves surrounded by tall spires, wide streets, and well-kept buildings. Asuriel led him down a wide street, pointing out shops and homes as they went along.

      “Impressive buildings,” Darren said. The structures were larger and better made than anything besides what he found in the depths of hell. They were made entirely of pure, white stone that he thought was alabaster, like a lot of buildings in the Blackwind Empire. But as he flicked his finger across it, he realized this was made of something far stronger. He could cut through regular alabaster with nothing but his finger, and he suspected most powerful seraphim could do the same. It only made sense that they built their buildings a bit sturdier here in the heavens to account for such strength.

      They wandered the roads a bit, getting a feel for the lay of the town. They walked past a lot of homes and stores before stopping in front of one that seemed to be some kind of tavern or bar.

      “We could listen and gather information here,” Darren suggested.

      “Eh... maybe...” Asuriel shrugged. “I guess we could just hang out for a while and see what we can see.”

      The two of them entered, and Darren saw it was similar to a restaurant. It looked familiar enough that he reached into his Inventory and grabbed a fistful of bronze coins. She smiled and bowed. “Welcome to the Golden Rose!”

      “Your finest food, please.” Darren slapped his fistful of bronze coins down on the counter.

      The seraph standing behind the counter looked at the bronze coins with a confused expression.

      Asuriel elbowed Darren aside. “He means to ask for a table for two.”

      “Ah, okay.” The seraph motioned for them to follow as she led them through to a table. “This way!”

      The two of them sat down on chairs, one built to paladin proportions and the smaller one clearly intended for Asuriel.

      “Enjoy your date! I’ll be right back with drinks!” The seraph departed.

      Darren looked at his fistful of bronze coins, brows furrowed in confusion.

      “Sorry, Darren. I should have mentioned that they don’t take bronze here,” Asuriel said. “Don’t worry. I have an account with a bank, and I’ve got a credit line I will pay for the food with.”

      “But... these are bronze coins?” Darren fingered his fistful of coins. “They buy food.”

      “The heavens are a little more complicated. We have these spirit stones we use for currency, but we don’t actually carry them around. We keep them with a financial institution that extends lines of credit that we use to buy things. When we buy something, the money is subtracted from our...” Asuriel trailed off when she noticed Darren was still squinting at the bronze coins suspiciously, as though he worried they were fake.

      “...You know what, just give me the bronze coins. I’ll set up an account for you later. It will be good to establish an identity here for you. The cloak is good, but we can do more.” Asuriel took the bronze coins and put them in her pocket.

      Darren let out a quiet harrumph as he gathered up his bronze coins again. It felt like he’d only just grown comfortable with the idea of exchanging little disks of metal for goods and services. And now Asuriel was saying that people in the heavens bought things with money they’d already given to other people. It was all incredibly strange and frustrating.

      But unlike the heavens’ money, their food was much the same as mortal affairs. Only all of it came from the heavens themselves. The Divine Aura within everything from the water, to the leaves, to the plants meant that the food was incredibly succulent. Every sweet and mouth-watering flavor was amplified tenfold, and even Darren’s tremendous appetite was starting to fail him as he sampled what the heavens had to offer.

      There were so many delicious flavors to choose from. He’d eaten food converted to the Divine Aspect through his purification ability plenty of times, but only now did he realize how poorly he must have been cooking it.

      “This is divine.” Darren grinned.

      “Stop! Don’t you start getting punny on me!” Asuriel giggled. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

      The dinner ended up helping Darren get a better feel for the heavens. Society here was even more complex and advanced than in the Blackwind Empire or the deepest layers of the Seven Hells. There were institutions and bureaucracies for managing everything from the money to the cobblestones. The whole thing seemed a little tedious and inefficient. When Cassandra helped him write the official laws of Limedeep, all of them fit on a single stone pillar they erected in the center of town.

      Here, Asuriel had to warn him of hundreds of laws and regulations. Perhaps it was some sort of secret security mechanism. An intruder like him would be caught the day they arrived unless they had a local like Asuriel to guide them because there were so many rules and regulations you were bound to be violating one of them.

      But eventually, the two of them went silent as Darren picked up on a conversation of interest happening nearby.

      “Something seems a little fishy, is all...” a male seraph said to his companions.

      “Not this again...” another male seraph groaned.

      “Don’t be rude.” He was elbowed by a cheery female seraph.

      “I’m just saying every time I browse my interface, I get nothing but advertisements telling me what a great guy Kalaziel is. He’s a war hero, he stands for the people, he’s going to be the next Lord of Light, and we should all bend over and let him--” The male seraph was cut off by his friend groaning again.

      “Is it really that surprising? Kalaziel is super popular. He has fans everywhere.” The second male seraph rubbed his forehead, looking quite annoyed.

      But the first male seraph shook his head. “If you ask me, something’s screwed up with the ophanim controlling the interface. I don’t like the guy. There’s no way I should be getting bombarded with messages telling me I should.”

      Darren turned to Asuriel. “Have you noticed that?”

      Asuriel scrunched her brows. “You know, now that you mention it, I have been seeing a lot of advertisements for him. I thought it was just because I’d looked up so much stuff about him lately, but if everyone is getting them...”

      She opened her interface and shared it with Darren. Sure enough, several moving pictures showed images of Kalaziel. Some had him soaring heroically through the sky with a mace in hand. Others depicted him in a battle against demons with his fist glowing with holy light. Still more had him handing out bread to human orphans while disguised as a humble priest. Darren almost crushed the glass in his hand when he recognized the streets of Limedeep in the background.

      “Kalaziel is everywhere,” Darren muttered as he scrolled through the images on Asuriel’s interface. The last picture was little more than garbage. Kalaziel’s Order of the Rod had probably killed the parents of those children. They wouldn’t be orphans if not for him.

      While Darren reviewed what Asuriel sent him, she browsed for more. She was in communication with Ashe, as well, who was investigating the question as well.

      He pondered this new information. It was a clue, but what did it mean? There was something important he should be learning from this.

      The ophanim were pushing Kalaziel as some sort of savior figure who was going to fix everything that was wrong with the heavens. Asuriel and Ashe agreed that this wasn’t the true attitude of the seraphim, but if he faked it long enough, it might start to seem that way.

      Asuriel paid by waving a square thing in the air a little, which confused Darren even more, but he accepted it as seraphim magic. The two of them left the tavern, looking elsewhere to get the lay of the city of Calabor.

      Kalaziel was everywhere. There were pictures of him painted on walls or on moving images built on posts. Darren tried not to flinch every time he saw his face. He kept his eyes on the path ahead of him. It wasn’t made of cobblestones like he was used to. Instead, these streets were flat and continuous strips of white and gold without any deviation in direction or elevation. The unerring flawlessness was a little eerie to someone used to natural rock formations and whatever stones the builders had on hand.

      Eventually, something caught his attention. “Come one and come all to Calabor’s one and only museum!” a voice called out from across the street. “Learn the secret history of the seraphim and how humans first came to this world! We have the largest collection of artifacts from the first age on the First Layer!”

      “A... museum?” Darren was unfamiliar with the word.

      “It’s a place that preserves history and often displays artifacts for public view. Some are trustworthy. Others less so,” Asuriel said.

      “And this one?”

      Asuriel looked over the establishment being advertised. “It purports to have evidence of the theory of distant origins. It’s not one many on the higher layers of the heavens would approve of.”

      “Would Kalaziel approve of it?”

      Asuriel shook her head immediately. “Definitely not. He’s claimed the theory of the distant origins is nothing but make-believe, and since he’s one of the oldest seraphim around, people believe him.”

      “Then I want to hear what they have to say.” Darren locked eyes with the seraph advertising the museum, and Asuriel sighed once the two of them caught her eye.

      Moments later, they were inside.

      “You’re lucky I’m a reasonably wealthy lady these days,” Asuriel sighed. “I never would have spent that much money on myself one day back before I met you.”

      “I will give you more bronze coins,” Darren promised.

      They walked up a ramp towards a large, open room filled with exhibits that had been crudely assembled on a raised platform at one end of the room. The space was filled with tables and benches, but most of it was taken up by large wooden frames with various bits of metal stuck into them with wax or glue, or both.

      Darren couldn’t identify most of the bits and pieces, but there was one particular table that caught his attention. He thought he recognized some of the devices there from the time he spent with Laura. He immediately used his Absolute Analysis skill.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Computer monitor (non-functional)

        	Computer mouse (non-functional)

        	Computer (damaged)

      

      

      As Darren squinted at the devices, a seraph strode up to them. His eyes glazed over Darren a few times, thanks to his cloak, but he saw where Asuriel was looking, and since she was following Darren’s intense gaze, he grinned and started explaining.

      “You have a good eye, my friends! These artifacts were recovered in an ancient burial site on the surface! They are far more advanced than anything modern mortals make.” The seraph reached down and touched one of the devices with his finger, and it lit up. “This is an old-style computer!” He let out a deep chuckle. “This one is broken, but I hope someday to recover the data on it.”

      “What’s so special about this computer?” Asuriel asked. “There are plenty like it.”

      The seraph shook his head. “Ah, but you see, this computer is made of materials not found anywhere in this realm! Not in the deepest hells or the highest heavens. Not anywhere in the mortal world. Its origins are entirely extra-dimensional, therefore proving the distant origins theory!”

      “Explain this theory.” Darren made his presence known, and the seraph blinked in surprise that he’d overlooked him. But a smile quickly returned to his face when he saw Darren’s look of interest.

      “But of course! That’s what we’re here for. You see, both seraphim and demons come from the souls of mortals, reborn after death thanks to the great work of our ancestors, who wished to harness the natural power of this world for their own use. This experiment created Divine and Demonic Aura, the stuff from which we were made!” The seraph rubbed his hands together, a grin spreading across his face as he grew giddy with excitement. “That much all the theories agree on. But where did these ancestors come from? Their arrival here predates even the most ancient of the ophanim, for they were already established when the first ophanim came into being. Perhaps there’s some feral divine-aspected spirit that predates the split. Who knows for certain, but who would believe anything they said?

      “The distant origin theory has an answer, though! The ancestors were ancient humans who arrived in this realm through a dimensional rift, much like the paths leading between the heavens and the mortal world! Only this rift was far more dramatic to cut a path not just between nearby dimensions, but to someplace entirely different! For we know one thing for certain: There was no magic where the ancestors came from. If there were, we certainly would see it in their technology.” He waved at the computers on display. “The scholars of the museum speculate that these devices were brought over from humanity’s true home! Isn’t that exciting!”

      “Very interesting indeed...” Darren stroked his chin in thought. “And why does Kalaziel not like this theory?”

      The seraph went pale, like Darren had just profaned the museum with an unholy curse. His eyes darted left and right, then he reached out and ushered Darren and Asuriel to the far corner of the room, away from the rest of the guests.

      “That’s not a question you should be asking,” he whispered. “You must understand how important Kalaziel is, especially these days. But I suppose, as a scholar, I should answer your question in good faith. The reason Kalaziel doesn’t like this theory is that it implies that humans came first and that they created the seraphim and demons. Not the other way around.”

      “But you mentioned a split?” Darren frowned.

      “Yes, well, prevailing theory states that the eldest of the seraphim, including Kalaziel, existed before then and merely began manifesting in human form after the creation of Divine Aura.” He shrugged.

      “I see.” In other words, it contradicted part of the mythos Kalaziel was building up around himself as one of the eldest of the seraphim. “Thank you.”

      “Just don’t spread that around!” the man chuckled. “Kalaziel shows up everywhere these days, and the ophanim are on the warpath to defend him.”

      That was interesting, indeed. This was the second time someone had brought up the ophanim defending Kalaziel. Perhaps it was time he investigated the strange mechanical seraphim a little closer.
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      “Where can we find these ophanim?” Darren asked as soon as they were clear of the museum.

      “You used to be able to find them in every nearby office. But nowadays, they’re more likely to be found under lock and key.” Asuriel frowned, eyes scanning the nearby buildings as though she could see through walls. “But that’s because most of them are supporting local networks. If we want one of them to communicate with the wider world, we will have to visit the local cluster.”

      “Then we will fight our way to this cluster, if need be,” Darren prepared to summon Ashe and Melancholy from his Inventory at a moment’s notice.

      But that proved entirely unnecessary.

      Asuriel had to do some searching on her interface, but eventually, she found the cluster. It was located in an older-looking building with faded blue windows, but inside, everything was clean and polished and in excellent condition.

      “There are seraphim in there,” Darren warned.

      “Those are the borderline cases. As long as we don’t look out of place, they won’t bother us.”

      Darren frowned. That didn’t make much sense to him.

      “They’re kind of like robots,” Asuriel explained. “They’ve lost their creativity. Just follow my lead.”

      They walked in like they belonged, and Darren saw rows of seraphim sitting down at terminals much like the one he’d seen Asuriel working at when he’d plucked her from the heavens.

      A single guard stood behind a counter, though she carried no weapons and didn’t look like much of a guard.

      “Authorized people only beyond this point,” she said with a dull, monotone voice. Her eyes looked far away, and she seemed to be looking straight through them.

      “Hi, we’re with the Protectors, and we’re here for a routine inspection. We have a quest.” Asuriel was prepared to reveal the quest Darren had received from his mother, since the way sigils worked for humans was similar to how the Protectors distributed jobs to the lower ranks.

      “Present your Protector identification and inspection forums,” the seraph said.

      “That’s the thing. We came over in a big rush, and there wasn’t time to complete the proper paperwork...” Asuriel smiled hopefully.

      “Authorized people only beyond this point.” Her voice was dull and monotone.

      “We really need to get by...” Asuriel said, slowly nudging by the counter.

      “Authorized people only beyond this point. Attempt to pass, and I will be forced to activate security measures.”

      While Asuriel distracted the seraph, Darren tried to slip by. He still had his cloak and hoped it would cover for him well enough to get by this monotone seraph’s senses.

      But as he slipped past the desk, it was like he crossed an invisible line.

      Lights overhead turned red, and a loud siren wailed above them. The light and noise of the alarm would draw attention from all over.

      Worse, the monotone seraph turned. Eyes still dull and glassy, she looked straight at Darren, despite his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero disguising him.

      “Authorized people only beyond this point. You have been identified as an intruder. We are now issuing a quest to the Protectors to apprehend you. Error. I am having trouble identifying you. Please provide your identification information. You will be charged with--” the monotone seraph droned on in the same tone she’d always used, even with the alarms blaring brightly overhead. Darren didn’t stick around to listen to what she had to say. He intended to make himself scarce as quickly as possible.

      He grabbed Asuriel and ran out the door, holding her over his head as he darted into a nearby alley.

      “Will they be able to track us?” Darren asked.

      “I... I don’t know. But we should find somewhere to hide. I can check in with the local Protectors to see if a quest to apprehend us actually went through. I think your cloak slowed them down, though. She wouldn’t have asked for identification otherwise.” Asuriel smoothed the wrinkles out of her clothes and looked around the alley they found themselves in.

      There were no rapid footfalls or sounds of pursuit, and after a few minutes, the two calmed down. They’d made it out safely.
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      The better part of a day had gone by in the heavens, and Asuriel thought it would be wise to rent a place to call home for a while. Their investigation would take more than a day, and while the two of them could go a long time without sleep, it was still useful to have shelter.

      “Wow, Darren, there’s so much room!” Asuriel spun around in the building they were renting. She flopped belly-first on the floor and unleashed her wings, flapping on her back without hitting any furniture. “Look at this! I can spread out without hitting anything! I never used to be able to do that in my old apartment!”

      “I’m happy for you,” Darren chuckled. As Asuriel called it, the ‘apartment’ reminded him of some of the dense housing complexes in the Blackwind Empire. Since he owned several palaces, he was less than impressed with the size of their new accommodations. What did impress him were the furnishings. The seats were beautifully patterned, and the windows were of the finest glass he’d ever seen. Each pane was of higher quality than the lenses of the telescope Thalia was so proud of.

      He recognized the box sitting in the middle of the room as the same one he and Laura played games on, and he was eager to turn it on. But when he searched for a button, Asuriel laughed.

      “It won’t turn on.” Asuriel shook her head sadly. “Real televisions are in short supply. That one probably broke down long ago and is just here for decoration now.”

      “A shame...” Darren was disappointed for a while, at least until Asuriel found the bedroom. There, a pleasant surprise awaited him. The frame was a simple thing carved of normal wood, but it was just as sturdy as the rest of the buildings the seraphim made to contain their immense, inhuman strength. It was probably made from the nearby trees, which grew steeped in Divine Aura from the time they were saplings.

      “Ah, it’s good to be in a real bed...” Asuriel sighed as she flopped down on top of it. “While all your beds are fit for a king, give me springs and foam over goose feathers and rose petals.”

      “This is a very nice bed.” Hopefully, the seraph they rented this living space from wouldn’t mind when Darren took it with him. He could certainly use something like this.

      But they couldn’t sit around and enjoy themselves forever. They might still be in danger, if that quest with the Protectors had gone through. Ashe hadn’t found anything with her browsing, but Asuriel wanted to check in on the Protectors’ office herself, so she left Darren and Ashe behind in their new apartment.

      Darren closed his eyes and used his other body, hidden away back in the Blackwind Empire, to check in on everyone. Things were still going smoothly in the mortal world, and Cassandra was excited to hear about their adventures in the heavens so far.

      “You know, we could use some new decorations for your palace in Whiteguard. Using the bed of the previous king just seems icky.” Cassandra placed a finger on her chin.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t forget to take it,” Darren promised.

      “The sofa too! And the curtains! I wouldn’t mind having a little slice of heaven to call home.”

      Darren chuckled and nodded. “I will leave nothing behind.”

      Asuriel returned shortly after that, so Darren had to return his clone in the mortal world back to its resting place. Asuriel wore a grin on her face, so he was pretty certain their escape had been successful, and no quests had been issued to apprehend them.

      “Look what I’ve got!” Asuriel said as she slapped two pieces of paper down on the table.

      “Your mission was successful?” Darren raised an eyebrow.

      “Psht, of course! Don’t worry. There’s nobody after us.” Asuriel waved her hand dismissively. “But while I was there, the clerk was very impressed with me. I said I was new in town and had been doing a little demon slaying lately. Fifth-Orders like me are pretty strong here in Calabor, so you could say I’m pretty strong.” She flexed her dainty bicep and gave it a kiss.

      “Yes, I’m sure they were very impressed.”

      “Anyway, since I mentioned I wasn’t doing anything for work besides posting pictures of you online, she suggested filing to become a Protector. Apparently, Fifth-Orders get fast-tracked. There are no grueling training sessions and no months of waiting for a slot. You just fill one of these things out, take the test, and boom, you’re in!”

      Darren glanced down at the pieces of paper again. “And there are two of them.”

      “Yeah, one for you and one for me!”

      Darren frowned. Why did Asuriel want the two of them to become heaven’s equivalent of law enforcement agents?

      But then he saw her hopeful and smiling face. The eager expression in her eyes reminded him of when they first met. She had just joined the Protectors, which had been a dream come true for her. But that dream had been snatched from her as quickly as it had come, largely because of her unfortunate meeting with Darren.

      He supposed he owed her this much. He wasn’t sure if it would help his plans as much as Asuriel seemed to think it would, but he was willing to take the risk for her.

      “Alright. Then we will join the Protectors together. But first, there is something I must do.”

      Over the past few encounters, Darren had started getting a feel for what the seraphim were like. With his Fifth-Order wings, he could fake being one of them visually easily enough. But something distinct about him meant any demon who paid him a second glance could tell he wasn’t a seraph. If he removed his cloak, the same would be true here for the seraphim in the heavens.

      Now that he had more seraphim to study, he realized why it was the case. There was something unique to his body. His power was tightly interwoven with his flesh in a way that purely magical beings like demons or seraphim lacked.

      He needed a way to mask that without the help of his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero, though studying the cloak would certainly help.

      He focused on himself, masking his body in a web of Divine Aura. He pushed his soul out of him, and his skin took on a brilliant, white glow. For a moment, he looked like a cloud of man-shaped energy. It took him a while to take control of the process, but eventually he was able to obfuscate the distinctive human-characteristics that marked him as a mortal.

      “Darren!” Asuriel jumped in surprise when she rounded the corner. “For a moment, I thought someone else had walked into our apartment! What are you doing?”

      “I constructed several common and uncommon-grade skills. Used together, they mask me to the senses of seraphim. What do you think?”

      Asuriel tapped her chin in thought. “Hmm... it does feel like there’s something off about you, but that can easily be chalked up to you having a strange passive skill that alters the flow of Divine Aura through you. The fact that you’re a Fifth-Order being should have people convinced you’re a seraph, since there aren’t any Fifth-Order human sigil wielders. You do feel a bit...”

      “What?” Darren asked when he saw Asuriel’s look of concern.

      Ashe was the one who answered. “Clumsy. As if your control of Divine Aura is pathetic. No seraph would waste their Divine Aura so. Though the fact that you radiate so much would be considered a sign that you have more than most at your level.”

      Darren frowned. He didn’t want to look inept. He spent the next hour revising his skills a little further, this time with feedback from Asuriel and Ashe. Eventually, he had something the two of them considered passable. He could go out without his cloak and strike most people as a powerful but clumsy Fifth-Order seraph who had more Divine Aura than he knew what to do with.

      “It will have to do. Let’s go.” Darren and Asuriel left their apartment, and Ashe returned to Melancholy’s blade. Asuriel practically skipped all the way to the Protectors’ office with a big smile on her face all the while.

      Darren drew a few looks. It was hard to ignore their gazes when he knew he was supposed to stay unnoticed, but ever since the incident earlier that day when his cloak’s defenses were pierced, he was worried his cloak might fail him at the wrong time. It would be better to establish a credible identity among the seraphim that he could fall back on. He’d only rely on his cloak again if that failed him, and he needed to make a hasty escape.

      The Protectors’ office was a large and proud building built of white stone and towering just a bit taller than the surrounding buildings. Like all the seraphim’s buildings, it had an austere elegance, with form flowing neatly into function.

      “We’re here!” Asuriel bounced on the balls of her feet excitedly. “Oh, they’re going to be so impressed! I can’t wait for the two of us to walk in, both at the Fifth Order! There’s no way the rest of the Protectors will be able to tell us there’s no room for me in the lunchroom! Ha, maybe we’ll kick them out of the lunchroom instead! Then they can eat in the bathroom while crying to themselves on their first day on the job!”

      Darren wondered if he’d need to throw anyone out of a window here. It wouldn’t work quite as well since seraphim had wings and could catch their fall. But somehow, he would make it work.

      “I’m back!” Asuriel declared.

      A bored-looking seraph with glasses leaned on a counter. Nearby, an expansive tavern-like area filled the room. A few halls led in various directions. It reminded Darren greatly of the Adventurer’s Guild back in Limedeep.

      “Ah, Miss magnificent Fifth-Order, who we definitely have to bring on board...” The seraph yawned. “Is this the amazing partner you were bragging about earlier? His aura control seems a little sloppy for the Protectors.”

      Darren frowned. The seraph didn’t seem nearly as enthusiastic to have them as Asuriel made her out to be.

      “Ha, you’re such a kidder...” Asuriel punched Darren in the arm. “She’s just teasing you, Darren. Playful Protector banter. She meant to say that she’s eager to have you on the team!”

      The seraph behind the counter sighed and flipped a page on a small book she was reading.

      “Anyway, we have our applications!” Asuriel giddily slapped the filled-out pieces of paper on the counter. The seraph closed her book and looked up with an utterly bored expression.

      “Training is waived for recruits at the Fifth Order. After that, you just have to pass a basic combat competency test. The Protectors hold no liability if you are hurt, maimed, or killed during this exam. If you consent, follow the hall and take a turn to the left. I’ll let the captain know you’re coming. He’ll be administering your test.” The seraph picked her book back up and resumed reading, paying Darren and Asuriel no more attention.

      They followed her directions down the hall and to the left, where they came across a plain-looking office. Though everything in it was of heavenly make, it looked rather ordinary, at least by Darren’s standards.

      “H-hello?” Asuriel asked anxiously. “Is this the captain? The lady at the front desk said to come see you.”

      “Yes, come in and have a seat. I’m just finishing up,” a gruff male voice replied.

      Darren entered and sat. The captain was seated across from them, eyes unfocused as he worked with his own interface. They ended up waiting for several minutes, and Darren feared they were caught up in some sort of power play. But the captain finished his work just before the delay turned sour, and he stood to examine his two guests.

      “So... Darren and Asuriel Hellsmiter. I take it the two of you are a pair?” The captain raised his brows.

      “Yep!” Asuriel pulled Darren tight. Hellsmiter had been the name she’d chosen for the two of them since Darren couldn’t risk using Heavengrace.

      “Hmm... normally, we don’t like mixing work and relationships, but we’re short-staffed right now, so I’ll let it slide. You can call me Captain Gaviel, by the way...” the captain muttered as he waved his hand in front of him to dismiss an invisible screen.

      “Yes, sir, Captain Gaviel!” Asuriel saluted.

      “Okay,” Darren said.

      “Follow me,” Captain Gaviel said. He led the two of them to a room even further down the hall, which opened to a chamber with the sky overhead. Darren turned back to look the way they’d come and saw a door standing alone with no support.

      “This is our sparring arena. It’s located in a pocket dimension. It isn’t the best pocket dimension, but as long as you refrain from any space-shattering abilities, it will be good enough for our purposes,” Captain Gaviel explained.

      “Any other rules?” Darren asked.

      Captain Gaviel grinned. “The two of you will face me together. If I decide you can hold your own, you get to join. Just hold on long enough for me to get a good impression of your abilities, and don’t hold back on throwing a few attacks of your own my way. I want to see your offensive power as well.”

      “So, we just need to endure?” Asuriel asked. “We don’t need to win?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “But we should try to win?” Asuriel prodded.

      Captain Gaviel nodded. “You should, but I’ve been fighting off and on for a few hundred years. I haven’t met a seraph who could beat me in a long, long time, not counting Prime Saint Horon. Probably Kalaziel and the other Prime Saints as well.”

      “What if we do win?” Darren asked.

      Captain Gaviel chuckled. “If you somehow manage to pull out a victory on me, instead of starting as rank-and-file, I’ll start the two of you off as officers able to issue your own quests. Normally, it would take a hundred years to earn that title. How’s that sound?”

      “That sounds great! We’ll definitely have to beat you!” Asuriel pumped her fist in the air.

      “Ha! Well, I wouldn’t get your hopes up, because there’s no way--” Captain Gaviel cut himself off, barely ducking in time to dodge Darren’s sword as it descended with lightning speed.
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      One of the things Darren was hoping for during this stay in the heavens was more opportunities to fight seraphim. He’d spent so long fighting demons that he was afraid his habits would force him to make a mistake when fighting Kalaziel. Sparring with Callum and Asuriel could only do so much for him. He needed an experienced warrior, and now Captain Gaviel had kindly offered himself up.

      Darren’s first attack was a feint. Captain Gaviel saw it coming, as Darren knew he would. The attack was meant to drive him back, and that was exactly what happened. Oracle Sight meant Darren could rely on more than his instincts during battle. He could watch the future unfolding before his eyes.

      Darren activated Fists of Peace behind Captain Gaviel, binding the seraph’s legs. The captain’s brows rose in alarm, and his own battle instincts told him what incredible danger he was in. He scrambled to erect his defenses in time to stop the follow-up attack he knew was coming. A bubble of green energy formed overhead as he swept his sword behind him without looking, dispersing Darren’s Fists of Peace one at a time.

      The way to end the fight soonest would be to use Skill Shattering to break that shield and then attack with a combination of Divine Energy Projections and the Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation in his hands. But Darren considered Skill Shattering to be one of his hidden aces, and he had no intention of revealing it for this. Besides, ending this fight too soon would end the sparring session before he saw how tough this seraph really was.

      Darren let himself beat on Captain Gaviel’s shield, giving the seraph enough time to free himself from Darren’s Fists of Peace. Once the moment of vulnerability passed, Captain Gaviel wore a look of steely determination. The confident smile he’d worn just moments ago was nowhere to be seen.

      Their swords met, clashing three times in quick succession. Darren thrust, Gaviel parried. He tried to follow through with a slash across Darren’s chest, but Darren had already sidestepped the blow long before it happened.

      A dozen more exchanges of blows happened in the blink of an eye. Captain Gaviel’s look of concentration grew ever deeper as he entered a state of absolute focus.

      As for Darren, he felt a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. He was starting to enjoy himself. There was something exhilarating about fighting a strong opponent and testing his strength against the captain’s power.

      But as the clashing wore on, it soon became apparent to Captain Gaviel that Darren was faster than he was. Try as the captain might, he was always a step behind. Darren stopped meeting his blade with a block and instead opted to simply be elsewhere every time Gaviel tried to retaliate. He swung and struck nothing but air again and again.

      Meanwhile, he desperately fought off Darren’s incoming attacks, which seemed to come from all directions at once. He was being overwhelmed, and he knew it.

      “All right, you know a thing or two about wielding a sword!” Captain Gaviel shouted. “But let’s see about those abilities!”

      Gaviel’s wings sprouted from behind his back. They had a crystalline glass-like gleam to them, and Darren knew just by looking at the edges of those feathers that they were as sharp as razors. One brush against those wings would tear flesh to shreds, even flesh as magically enhanced as his.

      He took another step back, preparing to attack with the help of Divine Energy Constructs. But this time Darren was the one to be caught by a surprise follow-up ability while in retreat. Captain Gaviel stomped on the ground with one boot, shattering the earth in all directions. The gravel Darren was standing on gave way, completely robbing him of his footing.

      Captain Gaviel would have been in the same predicament if he hadn’t manifested his wings a moment earlier. Now he was in the air, and Darren was struggling to recover his footing. But the captain wasn’t the only one with a pair of wings.

      The captain tried to press his momentary advantage, but poor footing or not, Darren’s defenses were flawless. There were no gaps or vulnerabilities to exploit, and each attack was perfectly parried.

      Then Darren revealed his own shining, mirror-like silver wings and took to the air. The next exchange of blows occurred even faster than the first. But this time, Captain Gaviel was the one on the offensive. Darren couldn’t dodge effortlessly anymore, and he was turning aside Captain Gaviel’s blows with a combination of blocks with his sword and temporary shields made with his Divine Energy Construct skill.

      “You’re good. Damn good! I thought you’d be a pushover with such sloppy Divine Aura control!” Captain Gaviel grunted as they fought. “These energy constructs are tricky!”

      “You are skilled as well,” Darren replied.

      Captain Gaviel reached for the belt at his waist. “Now, let’s see how you handle this...”

      The belt came loose in Captain Gaviel’s hand, and Darren braced himself for the captain’s secret weapon.

      “Darren! Watch out! He’s going to whip out his--” Asuriel shouted.

      But then the belt disassembled itself, falling apart into a dozen knife-shaped blades. The blades spun around one another, orbiting Captain Gaviel with deadly intent. He pointed, and soon they were all flying at Darren one after another.

      “--Nevermind!” Asuriel yelled from the ground.

      The next time Darren and Captain Gaviel clashed, his spinning flying knives met Darren’s energy constructs, and the two were evenly matched. Their swords clashed again, this time faster and more violently than ever. The pocket world around them strained to contain the might they were exerting, and a few vertical rips appeared in the air. Reality was tearing like a torn cloth from the collateral damage.

      Captain Gaviel had clearly trained long and hard to fight in the air. Perhaps this was the fighting style Callum might one day develop if he had his current abilities for a few hundred years, but for now, the practice Darren had gotten fighting Callum was like child’s play compared to this.

      The captain’s wings were an integral part of his fighting style. He fought with their sharp feathers so well it was like each pair was a set of extra arms. With two sets of wings at the Fifth Order, he always had at least one threatening to rake across Darren’s flesh with deadly intent. Darren also suspected that he was controlling his knives through minute gestures done with the tips of his wings.

      He orchestrated all this while also fighting Darren with his sword and what abilities he could bring to bear. It was an exhilarating fight, and Darren was certain that the captain was holding back his most powerful abilities, just like Darren himself was. Perhaps if he pushed the captain just a little harder, he’d reveal those too, and Darren would get the full measure of what a Fifth-Order seraph was capable of.

      But he sensed the captain wavering. He was wondering whether to give in and let Darren claim victory. But there was pride behind his eyes that wouldn’t let him yield. Mere moments ago, he’d been speaking of how he was undefeated among his peers at the Fifth Order. He wouldn’t give that source of pride up easily.

      Asuriel must have sensed the look in his eyes, as well as Darren, because she flew upward at high speed. Though she let Darren have his fun for a while, this was her test too. She needed to show the captain that she was no slouch in battle either.

      Captain Gaviel was hard-pressed, fighting Darren alone. But now that Asuriel was attacking him as well, he was on the back foot. Between Darren’s endless barrage of attacks and getting bombarded by bursts of light from Asuriel, he was struggling to keep up.

      He erected his shield several times, but each time either Darren or Asuriel broke through. Despite suddenly losing much worse than before, a smile had returned to the captain’s face.

      Eventually, he held up a hand.

      “Enough! Any more of this, and we’ll bring the pocket world crashing down on us, and the department can’t afford to buy a new one! The two of you are indeed capable Fifth-Order fighters. Some of the finest I’ve seen, in fact!” The captain chuckled. “I hate to admit it, but between the two of you, you would probably have had me beat unless I pulled some of my fancier tricks on you. Alright, a deal is a deal. I suppose I have to award the two of you officer positions.”

      Captain Gaviel let himself drift toward the ground, armor dented and scratched and exhaustion lining his features. Darren gave Asuriel an approving pat on the shoulder, silently thanking her for intervening.

      “I think he would have been sad if he lost to you one on one,” Asuriel whispered. “This way, he’s still the strongest in the Protectors.”

      Darren nodded in agreement. Perhaps he’d pushed the captain a little harder than he should have in his eagerness. Pulling his punches was a new skill for him. He usually had more of a power gap between him and his sparring partners. This was the first time he had one who could give him a real fight, and he’d been a little too eager for the experience.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Gaviel was true to his word and bestowed both Darren and Asuriel with a pair of silver badges. To Darren, it looked surprisingly similar to his own sigil, though this was silver instead of the shiny gold-like substance his sigil was made of.

      “Most people start off with the bronze or iron badge. But just as I promised, the two of you get to start off at silver! Most Protector captains are only gold. It’s rare to have a diamond, like me, in command,” Captain Gaviel explained, waving a proud hand at his own diamond badge.

      Asuriel held her silver badge up to the light. Her grin was so wide it split her face in two, and she rubbed it against her cheek. That little badge would no doubt be one of her most precious possessions.

      “These seem familiar,” Darren said. The sunburst pattern that adorned the badge was surprisingly similar to the sigil he wore around his neck.

      “They should be. They come out of the same machines that make the sigils for humans! After all, the quest system that we send them to get our dirty work done in the mortal world is basically the same system we use here as part of the Protectors. We just have a little more control over it.” Captain Gaviel chuckled.

      “Machines?”

      Captain Gaviel nodded. “We’ve got one in the back. No idea how it works or what it does, but if you feed it metal and Divine Aura, it spits out a sigil every month or so. Sometimes we pass them off as-is to the department that manages quests for humans. They’re always losing sigils, so they need a constant supply, or they’ll all be gone. But occasionally, we nab one for new Protectors. Those we have to modify a little to give more access permissions for the user. I can show the machine if you’d like.”

      The captain was happy to show off the device, though much like the captain, Darren couldn’t make heads or tails of it. It had a computer attached, and in a lot of ways, it reminded him of the machines in Laura’s workshop. It was made of a strange material, and it drew in Divine Aura at an alarming rate. Nearby, a hopper filled with precious metals sat full, and as time slowly ticked along, that metal was deposited into the shape of a sigil.

      “This machine makes the sunburst-shaped ones, one of the oldest models. Rumor has it that the Lord of Light himself built this very machine in his work before he became a seraph, but that’s just rumor. He’s the only one who would know how they actually work, though building one might be beyond even his abilities. They came to this realm with our ancient ancestors, and unlike the rest of our gadgets from them, they didn’t bring the machine that builds these machines with them. Which means they either assembled this one by hand or that machine is still sitting wherever they came from.” Captain Gaviel shrugged.

      Darren gathered what more information he could, but the captain knew little else. These machines were in short supply. They didn’t last forever, so they were a precious resource, both to the Protectors and to the Heavens as a whole. Nobody had the understanding needed to build a sigil from scratch besides the Lord of Light. His untimely death seemed to still be a secret in the heavens, since even Captain Gaviel didn’t know about it.

      Darren had been tempted to find one of these machines and take it for his forces back home, since having one would guarantee an infinite supply of sigils. But the Divine Aura it drew into function killed that idea. He would have to pile dead demon lords all around the device to keep it working. Otherwise, he’d be lucky to get a single sigil out of it every ten years.

      Their on-the-job orientation didn’t last much longer than that. The captain had other matters to attend to, so he soon returned to his office. He did, however, encourage Darren and Asuriel to hang around the headquarters for a bit and get to know their peers.

      “Some of the quests we handle around here involve forming parties. You’re going to want some teammates you can rely on. The guys can be tough on rookies, but given those fighting skills you two showed off to me, I’m sure you both can handle yourselves.” And with that, Captain Gaviel waved them goodbye.

      Darren and Asuriel returned to the lobby.

      “By the heaven above the heavens... you two actually passed?” A tough-looking seraph in shining silver armor snorted as he sat at a table with a few of his fellows.

      There were low, gruff chuckles all around, at least until one of them spotted the color of their new badges.

      “Wait for a second here! Silver badges?” The tough-looking seraph jumped to his feet. “You’ve got to be kidding me! We’ve been fighting for Calabor for fifty years, and we still wear bronze.”

      “They’re Fifth Order, Kilean.” One of his companions tugged at the tough-looking seraph’s armor, pulling him back to his seat.

      “Fifth Order, my ass. That big guy looks like he can barely keep a lid on his own soul! I’ve never seen someone with such sloppy aura control...” Kilean grumbled.

      “Hey!” Asuriel glared across the room. “Don’t talk to Darren that way.”

      Kilean rolled his eyes. “I’m not picking a fight with you and your boyfriend, girly. I know you’re at the Fifth Order. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be wearing those shiny badges.” He shook his head, barely hiding his disgust. “We had to go through hell for our bronze badges...”

      “Just wait, Kilean. Once they take on their first job, they’ll throw in the towel. You’ve seen how many rookies get booted off the force on their first day...” one of Kilean’s companions said.

      Asuriel grew red in the face. After all, she was one of the rookies who’d gotten kicked out of the Protectors on her first day, all thanks to losing her armor on her very first mission. Darren rested a hand on her shoulder. Without bothering to lower his voice, he comforted her. “They are idiots. Not worth listening to.”

      Kilean soon grew as furious as Asuriel was. If Asuriel had still been at the Fourth Order, this could have ended badly. Darren could guess her first day as a Protector went much like this one. He planned to make sure this day went better for her.

      “Look, there are a bunch of categories. Let’s look at the top few and do them.”

      

  





Calabor Protectors’ Quest Board!

      Notice: All Protectors must complete at least three quests this month or forfeit their badges!

      

      Aperture Closure (Difficulty - Easy)

      
        	Objective: Sensors indicate an open portal leading to the mortal world nearby. It is small but too stable to close naturally. Locate and seal it manually before something comes through.

      

      

      Hide Skillbooks and Items (Difficulty - Easy)

      
        	Objective: Go to the mortal world and hide several skillbooks and magical items to be given out to humans as quest rewards. Record each location carefully for the ophanim managing quests in that area.

      

      

      Lost Merchant (Difficulty - Easy)

      
        	Objective: A merchant from Calabor failed to show up for court for failure to pay his city taxes. Upon raiding his home, Protectors found him gone. Find clues to his current whereabouts or seize property from him equivalent to his back-due taxes.

      

      

      The Order of Heaven’s Grace (Difficulty - Hard)

      
        	Objective: Enter the mortal world and discover any information you can about the Order of Heaven’s Grace and their mysterious leader, Darren Heavengrace. Do not allow yourself to be spotted or discovered. If you do not have an invisibility item, one will be provided for you in the weapons locker.

      

      

      Slay the Sea-Scouring Kraken! (Difficulty - Very Hard)

      
        	Objectives: Defeat the giant Fifth-Order Kraken that has been interrupting shipping lanes. Warning, this monster has already devoured two Fourth-Order Protectors. Quest management recommends having at least one Fifth-Order fighter and nine or more Fourth-Orders in your party.

      

      

      There were hundreds of quests waiting to be completed, but a few in particular stood out. The Kraken sounded like it would be an even better fight than he’d had against the Heavenly Water Dragon. The aperture closure quest probably involved closing the aperture he himself had opened and stabilized. The skillbook quest and the investigation quest both stood out to him because they involved the mortal world and the latter actually mentioned him by name.

      The lost merchant quest also seemed like it had an easy solution that didn’t even require hunting down the merchant himself. In short, they were all quests that Darren was pretty sure he and Asuriel were uniquely positioned to complete quickly and easily.

      He shared the list with her. She agreed without looking, since she was too busy fondling her new badge.

      “By the heaven above the heavens! I’m excited! I honestly never thought I’d be an officer in the Protectors!” Asuriel squealed. “And even better, I get to be one with you! This is so exciting!”

      Behind them, Kilean and his crew snorted. “Let’s see if you make it past your first quest.”

      Darren ushered Asuriel away before she glared at him in return. “Come along, Asuriel. We have a kraken to slay.”

      “Wait, the Kraken quest? They’re crazy!” Kilean shouted. “Those two are dead for sure!”

      “Not just that. Says here they just accepted five quests in a row!” one of Kilean’s companions said.

      Kilean turned to Darren and Asuriel as if demanding an explanation. But the two of them were already leaving.

      The last thing he heard as the two of them left was Darren’s quiet chuckle.
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      Asuriel argued they should save the kraken for last, but it was the quest Darren was looking forward to the most. Eventually, she caved and agreed that they could go kill it first thing.

      They stood on the edge of an old dock. From its appearance, it had been hundreds of years since it was last used. In the human world, something abandoned so long would have long since been destroyed, but with such long lives, the seraphim built their creations to last.

      Darren reined in his aura to avoid alerting the beast. Now that Asuriel was the only seraph around, he didn’t have to fake being one of them anymore. His heart pounded with eager excitement.

      The sun overhead painted the sky in shades of orange and pink. The calm waves belied the power of the beast lurking beneath them.

      Darren had no shortage of sea monster bait in his Inventory. He pulled out one of Melquart’s ships and let it fall into the water, drifting gently along. It was still filled with the bodies of the demons who’d been on the crew of that ship before Darren attacked them. Their Demonic Aura-rich bodies made an excellent lure.

      Asuriel touched down at Darren’s side, now wearing the same shiny Protector’s armor she’d worn when they first met.

      “Ready?” Darren asked.

      Asuriel laughed. “You mean you’re going to let me get a hit in?”

      “We’ll see...”

      Something sinister snaked through the water underneath the ship. It was a tentacle as thick around as a sturdy tree and with enough strength to uproot one and toss it aside.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Heavenly Beast Analysis

      Sea-Scouring Kraken (Fifth Order)

      
        	This titan of the waterways of the heavens was created through the lingering fears of thousands of dead seafarers long lost to the depths, as well as the discarded phobias overcome by seraphim who progressed to the Fifth Order.

        	It has high resistance to direct magical effects and possesses impressive endurance and strength. Beware of its powerful water spout, which can strike with force and precision.

        	The Sea-Scouring Kraken’s ink is highly valued for the creation of book-type items and equipment.

      

      

      The kraken’s suction cups ran along the wood lining the ship, digging deep grooves into it. It had taken the bait.

      One moment, its tentacle was crawling up the side of the boat. And in the next moment, that tentacle was severed at the waterline. The stump bled inky black goop in all directions while the severed appendage floated along the top of the lake.

      The kraken emerged in full then, furious at the sudden attack. It let out a deafening roar that shook the entire lake and the earth around it. But Darren and Asuriel were already in the air.

      By the time its eyes broke the surface, Melancholy was hilt-deep in its bulbous, squid-like head. If the creature had been a demon, that blow alone would have been enough to kill it thanks to Darren and Melancholy’s tremendous bonuses against their kind.

      But this Kraken was a Divine-aspect beast, and so his blow was only a flesh wound. Darren would have to do a lot more damage than that to put it down for good.

      Asuriel hovered in the air behind Darren, occasionally hurling down a fist-sized sphere of light as she remained prepared to step in as backup. But she left the bulk of the fighting to Darren since he’d been the one so eager to test himself against this beast.

      The kraken thrashed wildly, tentacles slamming into the ground and sending waves crashing upon the shore. Each wave moved with supernatural speed and strength, and Darren suspected there was more than a little Divine Aura in that attack.

      Since he and Asuriel were both already in the air, they were in no danger. If this was all this Fifth-Order kraken could do, Darren was going to leave disappointed.

      But then it activated another ability. He felt the Divine Aura gathering as it turned its toothy maw skyward.

      “Asuriel, move!” Darren warned, and Asuriel quickly darted out of the way.

      If she’d been an instant slower, she would have been struck by the giant spout of water that shot from the creature’s mouth with enough power to slice like a blade.

      The kraken traced Asuriel’s flight through the air with its attack, and the sweeping beam of water sliced apart trees, branches, and boulders like they were nothing more than wet paper.

      But in the kraken’s eagerness to slay Asuriel, it had forgotten about Darren. That was a mistake few beings ever got to make twice.

      Darren activated Fists of Peace, and giant, golden hands wrapped around the kraken’s tentacles, binding it in the water where it stood. It lost its ability to aim at Asuriel as Fists of Peace clamped its beak shut.

      That was when Darren struck the final blow. He dove toward the kraken, with Melancholy extended, point first. The massive blade cleaved the kraken’s mouth and jaw in two.

      It tried to attack with that same beam of water once more, but it was too late. The attack was a shadow of its former self, now nothing more than a gurgling geyser. Two more slices of his sword reduced the kraken’s head to chunks of flesh, and when he swept his blade through it two more times, all it could do was twitch, spasm, and die.

      “I thought it would have more abilities,” Darren said as he kicked the dead kraken’s beak, hovering in the air just above the water.

      “Disappointed?” Asuriel laughed. “I bet it had more abilities. It just didn’t last long enough to use them.”

      Darren let out a silent grumble of agreement. He’d gotten a little angry when it went for Asuriel. Threatening those he cared about was the fastest way to die.

      Darren collected the dead kraken in his Inventory and put in a little practice with his Soul Smiting ability. He ended up putting the soul into his Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation, since it could still use every boost he could give it if he were to ever bring it up to par with Melancholy.

      After he was done, he and Asuriel were off on their next quest.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the quests were even easier to complete than slaying the giant kraken. Darren had plenty of other bodies, and he could transfer items from his Inventory freely between them. It was a bit odd to peek behind the curtain and realize all the skill books he’d gotten as quest rewards had probably been placed there by a seraph sneaking around on some minor quest. But he was happy to help leave rewards stashed around the Sacred Seas for future quest rewards.

      Now that he had a good lay of the land and knew the proper apertures most seraphim used to get between the heavens and the mortal world, he didn’t need the one he’d opened up anymore. He destabilized the pin-prick hole in space and closed it, figuring it would be better to seal it himself than to let another seraph come across the aperture and potentially figure out it had been manually stabilized by someone.

      The easiest quest was seizing property from the runaway merchant. Merchants could have all sorts of things in their shops. When Darren and Asuriel kicked down the door and found everything of value missing, he just tossed a few dead demons and items he didn’t need from his Inventory on the ground. They’d just turn in some of Darren’s own stuff for the quest reward. The merchant would get away, not even knowing how lucky he’d gotten.

      The most important quest he had to take was the one where he was required to investigate the Order of Heaven’s Grace and their mysterious leader, Darren Heavengrace.

      He was uniquely suited to investigate Darren Heavengrace, since he knew himself fairly well. This was definitely not the sort of quest he wanted to leave hanging around in the Protectors’ office, where another seraph investigating him might figure out something he didn’t want them to see.

      By taking the quest himself, he could pick what impression of him he wanted the seraph to share. So long as he kept things believable, the seraph wouldn’t even know that all their information on him came from Darren himself.

      Darren, Ashe, and Asuriel spent the day passing some time in more carnal pursuits, so that it wouldn’t look like they completed their quests faster than should be possible. Ashe was still a little shy, but she was warming up to them, and Darren was thinking he might have another woman on his hands. Though he wouldn’t ask her to make any choices until she had her own body again and wasn’t tied to his sword.

      After they were finished, they discussed what kind of impression the heavens should have of the man known as Darren Heavengrace.

      “Write in that he has the biggest and bestest cock of any mortal man ever recorded!” Asuriel suggested.

      “The most amazing and magnificent,” Ashe suggested, snuggling up against his side. The three of them lay on a grassy outcropping watching the lake in which they’d killed the kraken.  Darren had gotten dressed again, but the two seraphim lay naked sprawled in his lap with dopey and adoring smiles.

      “You sure?” Darren asked. He wasn’t certain if that was the kind of information the Protectors were looking for in their report.

      Asuriel gave him a drunken smile with her eyes half-lidded. “Did you go through Protector’s boot camp, or did I?”

      Darren shrugged. He had promised Asuriel he’d follow her lead here in the heavens. He wrote down what they suggested, along with a few hundred more observations besides. It wasn’t a complete picture of him, but it filled up the report easily enough. He went into a little detail about his style of rulership, which was largely quite hands-off. The heavens should view him favorably if he made as many sigil wielders as possible. He wrote down a few misinterpretations of his skill, as well. No doubt this report would reach Kalaziel’s desk eventually. If Darren could trick his enemies into preparing to fight him with items and abilities meant to counter overwhelming strength and raw power, they would be in for a surprise when his attacks emphasized speed and finesse instead.
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        * * *

      

      With their quests completed and enough time passed to make the journey plausible, Ashe returned to Melancholy, and Asuriel and Darren flew back to Calabor.

      The Protectors were surprised that Darren and Asuriel were back at all, let alone so soon.

      Kilean and his friends were still sitting at the same table, drinking and talking. Seraph were long-lived enough that spending a few days at the same activity wasn’t strange. They didn’t operate on the same timescales as living humans.

      “Back already?” Kilean snorted. “Let me guess. You took one look at that kraken and flew back here to return the quest or request backup. If you admit you’re a rookie and need guidance from your wise and experienced partners, maybe me and my companions here will show you how it’s--“

      The dead kraken’s head flopped on the floor, filling half the room.

      “We have completed all five quests,” Darren announced. The bored seraph behind the counter looked up from her book at the noise, and for the first time, she set her book aside and looked Darren and Asuriel over with curiosity.

      “Impressive. It seems you’re worth those silver badges, after all. We all should have had a little more trust in the captain’s judgment.” She shot a withering glare at Kilean and his companions, who shrank back at her gaze. She was talking about them.

      “Hmf. Forgive me if I don’t quite believe it,” Kilean snorted.

      “What exactly don’t you believe?” Asuriel crossed her arms and took a step in front of Darren.

      “Him! A guy with such sloppy aura control couldn’t possibly have defeated a Fifth-Order kraken. He had you do all the work, girly. I wouldn’t be surprised if he sat back the whole time and watched. The kraken proves you’re worthy of your silver badge, but what about him?” Kilean pointed a finger at Darren.

      Asuriel scowled. “Point your finger at him again, and I’ll show you what you can do with it in the sparring ring!”

      But Kilean just smiled and snorted at that. “What’s the matter, big guy? Hiding behind your girlfriend again? Are you afraid to face me?”

      Inwardly, Darren was grinning. He’d just found a few more volunteers to help him practice.

      “Do you think you could beat me?” Darren asked.

      Kilean was hesitant for a moment. “Well, you are Fifth Order. So sloppy aura control or not, it would only be fair if I had a partner. He glanced at his companions, who didn’t seem quite as certain of victory as Kilean was.

      “Bring them all,” Darren replied.

      “Wait, we don’t actually need to fight, do we? I’m still--” Darren grabbed two of Kilean’s companions and threw them over his shoulders, hauling them to the sparring ring.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Darren won his first victory, neither Kilean nor any of his companions could say Darren was not worthy of his badge. For his second victory, he defeated all six of them at once while they worked together to take him down. For his third victory, he defeated all six of them with both hands behind his back. And for his fourth victory, he didn’t use a single ability.

      He drew out the fighting to last several hours, and by the time they were truly underway, a small crowd of Protectors had gathered around the ring to watch the fight.

      “Damn, Kilean got his teeth knocked out a second time!” A Protector chuckled.

      “First time was to a fist. This time he did it to himself, hitting the ground like that...” Another shook his head in sympathy.

      Darren was exceptionally popular with the female Protectors.

      “Wow, when did the force get such a stud in the ranks?”

      “Doesn’t he look just like that guy on social media who posts all those pictures as he tours the mortal world?”

      “You’re right! Maybe they’re related.”

      “Mercy!” Kilean held up a hand, crawling through the dirt as he struggled to get to his feet.

      Darren frowned. “But what about our fifth round?”

      “And you forgot to call Darren 'sir’!” Asuriel added from the sidelines. “You said you’d do that if he beat all six of you at once.”

      Kilean sagged where he knelt in the sand of the practice arena. “Mercy... sir. We’re battered and exhausted.”

      Darren frowned. “Fine.” He gave Kilean a pat on the shoulder and headed for the door. “We’ll pick this up tomorrow.”

      A crowd of Protectors gathered around Darren, congratulating him on several good fights. These people who’d been so dismissive of him mere hours ago now looked up to him like an older brother. Asuriel smiled from ear to ear as she clung to his arm and fended off the approach of a few of the female Protectors interested in getting to know Darren a little better.

      “Sir, mind if I ask what quests you’re interested in taking on next?” A female Protector looked up at Darren with dreamy eyes, clinging on to his arm until Asuriel pried her fingers off his arm and replaced them with her own.

      “There are a few things I’m investigating. I don’t have a quest for them yet, though...” Darren’s mind turned to the ophanim investigation. Now that he had an official badge and had been welcomed into the ranks of the Protectors, they wouldn’t be able to stop him from looking in on ophanim and investigating.

      “You have a lead, but not a quest?” The female Protector tried to squeeze past Asuriel, only to be blocked once more. “But you’re an officer. If you’ve got a lead, just make a quest for yourself! Make multiple quests. That way people like me can help!”

      Darren froze where he stood, and an idea he hadn’t even considered before suddenly came to mind.

      He could investigate the ophanim and share his discoveries with the Protectors. With him issuing the right quests, he could have the Protectors discover what he was looking for, rather than do it himself.

      That would be far more valuable. Darren couldn’t imagine what Kalaziel’s people had done to Whiteguard was legal or justified in their eyes. What if he gave that knowledge to the Protectors?

      He scrapped his old plan to investigate the ophanim on his own. Now, he had a far better path forward.

      He was going to turn the Protectors against Kalaziel.
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      Assigning quests to the Protectors was similar to assigning quests to his followers back home, so Darren quickly got the hang of what he needed to do. He copied the quest his sigil gave him and sent it to his Protector’s badge.

      “I got the quest! I’m taking it!” said the Protector, ready to wrestle Asuriel over who got to cling to Darren’s arm. She was a lithe cleric-type seraph, slightly taller than Asuriel and with metallic blue hair like the water of the deepest parts of the Sacred Seas.

      A message opened up before Darren’s eyes.

      Natashiel has accepted your quest to investigate unusual behavior from the ophanim.

      “Hey!” Asuriel glared. A moment later, she accepted the quest as well.

      Asuriel has accepted your quest.

      Still groaning from the earlier sparring, Kilean spoke up. “We’ll accept the quest as well. Looks like a tough one. I guess me and the boys will be out-of-town all week working on it. Too bad, I guess we’ll miss tomorrow’s sparring session...”

      Despite his words, he had a smile, like a rat who’d finally found freedom from the cat that had been toying with them.

      Kilean has accepted your quest.

      Five more messages flashed before Darren’s eyes, and he dismissed all of them.

      “Alright, we’re off to do some questing! Bye!” Kilean and his companions limped toward the door as quickly as they could.

      “Darren, why do we need all these people?” Asuriel pouted. “We already had a lead, just the two of us.”

      “Oh, really?” Natashiel slid between Darren and Asuriel. “Then why don’t we follow up on it? Just the three of us?”

      “I think you’re better off completing the quest yourself...” Asuriel replied with her arms crossed. But Natashiel was already moving her hands.

      “Too late! I joined your party, and we’re all in on this quest together. Let’s go!”

      Darren shrugged and gave Asuriel a comforting pat on the shoulder, pulling her close.

      “It will be better to have more eyes on this,” Darren explained.

      Asuriel only pouted for a moment before returning to her usual jubilant self.

      “Alright then, Natashiel. But you’re following our lead. After all, the two of us are Fifth-Order officers, and you’re a Fourth-Order recruit.” Asuriel poked the slightly taller seraph in the stomach.

      Natashiel smiled, crossing her arms beneath her prodigious breasts. They loomed over Asuriel’s more petite form. “Oh, I’ll certainly be listening to sir Darren here...”

      Darren realized he was probably going to play peacemaker, so he grabbed Asuriel and placed her on his shoulder as they headed out the door. Asuriel stuck her tongue out at Natashiel from above as they left the Protectors’ headquarters.
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        * * *

      

      Darren, Asuriel, and Natashiel quickly returned to the node office where they'd accidentally set off the alarms. The same seraph was still standing behind the desk she was at last time. She wore the same plain smile on her face and looked for all the world that she hadn’t moved in the slightest in all that time.

      “Authorized people only beyond this point,” she said in the same monotone voice she’d used the last time they were here.

      “We’re Protectors here completing a quest,” Asuriel explained. This time she had a badge to point to.

      The monotone seraph leaned forward and inspected the badge. She froze for a moment, then stepped aside.

      “You may proceed.”

      Darren and Asuriel shot each other a glance, looking all around them for blaring alarms as they stepped past the invisible threshold that had stopped them last time.

      “It’s been a while since I was in one of these.” Natashiel smiled fondly. “Before I was a Protector, I did maintenance for the ophanim nodes. It was a pleasant job, but a lot of the seraphim here are one step away from being ophanim themselves. They’re so monotone and boring. They have no goals or aspirations beyond just getting through another day of work. I needed a little more excitement in my life.”

      “Good,” Darren replied. “Then where do we go?”

      Bringing Natashiel along with them was a bit of a lucky break because Darren and Asuriel had no idea where to find these ophanim. It turned out that much like the sparring arena, these ophanim were inside a pocket dimension.

      Accessing it was easy enough. There was a door nearby, and opening it led into a space of pure white light. At first, they thought nothing was in there, but then Natashiel craned her neck upward.

      They followed her gaze and saw the ophanim hovering above them.

      It was hazy and blurry, like it was only half-present. But the longer they stared at it, the better the image of the creature above them resolved itself. An infant was in the middle, curled in on itself like an unborn fetus. Its eyes were shut tight, and it rotated around itself in the air, drifting sideways and upside down.

      That floating infant was the center point for hundreds of rings. These rings drifted around the ophanim, slowly orbiting in gentle loops. There was a pattern to the movements, but with so many rings moving, even Darren’s enhanced mind couldn’t track their path.

      The thing before him was even more remarkable when he looked at it with Divine Aura. It was made from human souls, and yet it didn’t resemble a human at all. The seraphim were made of many human souls joined together and speaking in harmony with one voice. But this thing was more like looking upon the discordant voices of a busy city marketplace. There were a thousand voices, all shouting for attention, and the flow of Divine Aura through the air around it was deafening to his trained senses. Though the patterns were simple, there were simply so many of them he couldn’t hope to track them all, let alone how they interacted with one another.

      Each of the rims was covered in rows upon rows of crystalline eyes. Flickering like shadows within those eyes, Darren could barely make out human figures. So those had to be the individual souls that made up the ophanim.

      “What odd things the ophanim are...” Natashiel sighed. “Thinking, but without mortal care or concerns. Silent, and yet with a thousand voices within them. It’s said that this is the fate of every seraph, eventually. When the dominant will within us can no longer contain all the discordant voices of all the souls that make us up, our minds fade away and leave behind a million voices.”

      Darren thought of his mother. Her soul was joined to one of these things. She’d done it to herself in order to keep helping him even after he died.

      “Can it ever be undone?” Darren asked. “Can a soul be taken from an ophanim?”

      Natashiel shook her head. “Once joined, the connections are too great to separate from the outside. Occasionally, an ophanim can become a seraph once again, but they are never the same. Instead, they are born anew with a new mind, body, and personality. I have never heard of the original will manifesting again.”

      Darren was silent a moment, eyes studying the whirring, churning mass of Divine Aura. He was looking for something wrong with it. Anything, really. But he didn’t know enough of these things to know when something was wrong or when they were being influenced from afar.

      “Hmm... how unfortunate...” Natashiel looked over the ophanim.

      “What?” Asuriel demanded. “Don’t leave us in suspense. What do you see?”

      “Oh... nothing. It just looks like this ophanim has grown by quite a bit lately. There must have been a tragedy in the human world for so many souls to ascend at once.”

      Darren was pretty sure he knew exactly where the tragedy had happened. Odds were, most of the souls Natashiel was looking at came from Whiteguard.

      “See the hazy rim right there?” Natashiel pointed toward one of the spinning, eye-covered rims. “It’s exceptionally blurry, but most of the ophanim is unfocused because it’s integrating the new souls. Normally, this kind of thing can be done quite fast, but when there are enough souls, especially if those souls belong to sigil wielders with a great deal of Divine Aura, they can destabilize and take control of the entire ophanim. We don’t see anything, but there’s probably a struggle for control within that ophanim right now! Fascinating stuff."

      Darren’s eyes focused on the mess of Divine Aura. He wasn’t sure how Natashiel could determine anything about such a chaotic mess. Still, if she said something was happening, he believed her.

      Originally, he’d believed that Kalaziel was planning to swallow down all the souls from Whiteguard himself and use them to fuel a breakthrough to the Seventh Order. But if those souls were here instead, then something was happening that he hadn’t quite made sense of.

      Quest Completed: Investigate the odd behavior of the ophanim!

      New Quest Available: Find proof of where these souls came from and how they’re influencing the ophanim!

      Darren sucked in a sharp breath. His mother must have thought this was what he needed to see. She would be in a position to know, since she was in an ophanim herself. But what exactly did she want him to figure out?

      He updated his quest for the Protectors with the new information. It was sent out to Natashiel, Asuriel, and all the others who’d taken it.

      “We need to investigate further,” Darren ordered. “We shall check the other ophanim.”

      Natashiel jumped to it, and they went through the ophanim’s pocket dimensions one at a time to figure out if they were all experiencing the same effect.

      Some seemed normal and healthy to Natashiel and Darren. Others were hazy and battling off the same infiltration as the first. How many of the healthy ones had been taken over completely?

      “Well, that is odd. I guess we know why the ophanim have been putting out so much stuff saying Kalaziel is a hero. Prime Saint Horon will want to know about this,” Natashiel said.

      “Horon?” Darren remembered that name. Asuriel had mentioned him once when they first met, and he was trying to figure out the politics of the heavens. He was a Prime Saint, just like Ashe and Kalaziel, and according to rumors, he wasn’t too fond of Kalaziel.

      “The Prime Saint of Honor, and funnily enough, he never got along with Kalaziel, the Prime Saint of Valor,” Natashiel explained. “I think the fact that their domains are so close is what always leads them to conflict. I’m sure he’ll be interested in anything to do with his rival.”

      Darren nodded thoughtfully. This Horon could be a key ally if Darren could get him on his side. “How do we contact Prime Saint Horon?”

      Asuriel smiled, clearly thinking the same thing Darren was. “Just keep doing what we’re doing. Horon was the first Protector, and he established the entire order. We’ll show our quest results to Captain Gaviel, and he’ll show them to the other captains. Sooner or later, they will reach Prime Saint Horon’s desk.”

      They dove back into their work with renewed resolve and a new plan. Natashiel was the one who figured out that almost all the new souls were coming from Whiteguard.

      “How strange. There are so many souls from Whiteguard. Is there a war on? I’ve seen nothing on the network. In fact, I don’t think anything has been mentioned about Whiteguard at all...”

      Quest Completed: Find proof of where these souls came from and how they’re influencing the ophanim!

      Darren ran his fingers across his chin, feigning deep thought. “Perhaps I should make another quest then. One to check in on Whiteguard.”

      “Yes!” Asuriel feigned approval. “I think that is a very smart and clever idea, Darren. It is so very weird that there’s not much information on them. If only someone had extensive photographic and video recordings of what’s been happening over the last few days. There’s a startling absence on the ophanim network...”

      Darren wrote down the new quest and added it to his Protector’s badge.

      

      New Quest Available: Provide an accurate and verifiable account of what has transpired in Whiteguard.

      

      He and Asuriel would take that quest and turn in the information that Asuriel had already gathered. Perhaps Ashe could turn over her recordings to Kilean and his companions to ensure all the sources didn’t come straight from him.

      “We’ve found what we were looking for. Let’s go,” Darren replied. The ophanim were a bit eerie, and staying with them too long made him think of his mother’s predicament. He didn’t want to stay here any longer than he had to.

      “Yes, this is very troubling...” Natashiel muttered. “I think we should report our findings to the captain. Something bigger than us is afoot.”

      “I hate to agree, but I think that’s a good idea,” Asuriel said.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the Protectors’ headquarters, Captain Gaviel reviewed the information Natashiel provided with a furrowed brow.

      “Is this all true?” Captain Gaviel looked up from his interface and stared at the three of them intently.

      “I swear by my analysis of the ophanim,” Natashiel replied. “And we weren’t the only ones on this quest. Speak to Kilean and his team. I’m sure they’ve found something troubling as well.”

      Captain Gaviel stood. “I’m going to look into this myself, but I fear a heinous crime has been committed right under our noses in this city. Someone is corrupting the ophanim.”

      “Not just someone.” Darren left the unspoken name hang in the air.

      “I’ve never seen something like this,” Gaviel said. “The question is, where did so many souls come from?”

      Darren and Asuriel glanced at one another. A moment later, Gaviel was looking at images of Whiteguard viewed through Asuriel’s eyes.

      The captain went pale at the sight of all the dead bodies. “By the heaven above the heavens... where did you get this footage?”

      “Whiteguard,” Asuriel replied.

      Captain Gaviel sat back in his chair, staring at the ceiling. “I’m compiling several quests. If all this is true, it has dire implications for the entirety of the heavens...”

      “Not just the heavens,” Darren replied.

      Captain Gaviel nodded grimly. “Continue completing quests as you have been. I’ll cover up the results of your recent investigation. If what I fear is happening is truly happening, we shouldn’t play our hand too soon.”

      “What will you do?”

      “The other captains will send quests of their own, and we’ll see if this is just something isolated to Calabor, or if the issue with the ophanim has spread to the other cities as well.”

      “And if it has?” Darren prodded.

      Gaviel leaned back in his chair. “If it has, then you may very well have stumbled upon the conspiracy of the ages. Unfortunately, I’m going to have to promote you to a high office for something like this.”
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      Darren soon found himself one of Captain Gaviel's highest-ranking officers. That was extremely unusual, considering how new he was to the department. But the captain stood firmly behind the decision.

      The true deciding factor in accepting him was that Darren was still looking for sparring partners. Anyone who voiced their displeasure to him was volunteering for an entire day of eating sand as they were pummeled again and again while Darren slowly got the hang of aerial combat. By the time the week was over, everyone was calling him sir as though they’d done so for a hundred years.

      While Captain Gaviel kept busy either in his office talking to the other captains or discreetly completing a few investigative quests himself, Darren took it upon himself to get the Protectors battle-ready while simultaneously completing as many quests as they could. If these seraphim were to be his comrades in battle, he wanted them as ready for a fight as they could be.

      Darren had them out constantly, completing quests. Under his stern gaze, the department completed more quests in a day than they usually did in a month. Kilean and his companions were busy hiding from Darren in a nearby tavern, but he chased them down and sent them back to work with the threat of more sparring sessions hanging over their heads if he caught them slacking again.

      He wasn’t just ordering people around, though. Darren led from the front and was twice as hard on himself as on any other Protector. Asuriel had been quite proud of herself when Natashiel had to beg for the day off after the fourteenth continuous day of marathon quest completion.

      “Well, there’s always tomorrow...” Asuriel smiled slyly as she leaned against Darren’s side. “Darren and I will just go off alone to a cozy meadow far from civilization.”

      “With a giant centipede monster,” Darren added.

      “It will be alone and cozy after we kill the giant centipede monster.”

      Natashiel groaned. “Have babies for all I care. I need to sleep...”

      Asuriel tilted her nose up dismissively. “Some people just can’t hope to keep up with you, Darren. Not like me.”

      “Yes, Asuriel. You have done well. Now come on.” The giant centipede wouldn’t kill itself, after all.
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        * * *

      

      The giant centipede did kill itself, as it happened, though only by a technicality. After it went after Asuriel with its pincers, Darren ripped those pincers off and jammed them through the building-sized monster’s skull. That didn’t kill the thing, but bisecting it from head to tail did the trick.

      “These heavenly beasts aren’t so tough,” Darren remarked as Asuriel furiously dabbed at her hair, getting insect saliva out of it.

      “I think you’re just too tough for them, Darren!” Asuriel said.

      “Yeah!” Ashe clapped her hands in excitement. With Natashiel gone, this was the first time she could come out of Darren’s sword to join a fight in a while. “We kicked that giant bug’s ass!”

      Even without his bonuses against demonic-aligned entities, Darren was a force to be reckoned with. He was a tiny fraction of the age of most of the seraphim in the Protectors, but years upon years of constant bloodshed and life-and-death battles had honed him beyond compare. Despite the Protectors being hundreds of years older, he had more time spent in battle than most of them.

      Darren’s rapid-fire quest completions rocketed him to stardom levels. In their lengthy history, few Protectors were so zealous in completing everything on the quest board. Quests that had sat on that board for centuries were completed, one after another.

      Fifth-Order beasts were slaughtered one after another, and wealth rolled into the new account Asuriel made for him with the local bank.

      She was doing well for herself as well. After joining the Protectors, the profile she and Ashe were managing for Darren really took off. He would occasionally get stopped in the streets by the seraphim, wondering if he was really the guy they knew from the network.

      “Please sign my chest!” A seraph ripped open her shirt, revealing a marker stuffed between her perky breasts.

      Darren had done stranger things, so he wrote his name on the seraph’s chest.

      Afterward, Asuriel took her aside. “That’ll be fifty.”

      Darren wasn’t sure what Asuriel and Ashe were up to, but he had plenty of good food to eat, quests to complete, and lots of those imaginary credits the seraphim used in place of honest bronze coins. He was back in his element, and he was happy. If he had the rest of his women with him and didn’t have the threat of Kalaziel looming over his head, he could have seen himself doing this for a long time.

      At work, Captain Gaviel was relying on Darren more and more when he realized how well Darren could manage the day-to-day affairs of the Protectors. After Darren’s quest, he spent an ever-increasing amount of time talking to other Protector captains. Most of the time, he went out to see them, but the few times captains from other cities visited him, Darren always made sure to be there. Most of the time, these other Protectors brought their second in command with them, and it was the only time Darren had the chance to take on new seraphim at the Fifth Order.

      “Darren, keep First Officer Makiel company awhile. His captain and I need to speak in private,” Captain Gaviel said as he ushered the other captain to the back room. Darren nodded in approval, fairly certain they would discuss the ophanim problem and the footage Asuriel had shared. Things were moving quickly, and largely without him needing to involve himself directly.

      Joining the Protectors had been a stroke of good fortune, and he was sorry he’d ever doubted Asuriel.

      As soon as Captain Gaviel and the other captain had left, First Officer Makiel whirled on Darren. He was a prim and proper-looking seraph with shiny, undented armor and the unblemished looks of a warrior more accustomed to parades than combat.

      “So... I hear you joined no more than a month ago, yet you’ve been promoted twice quickly.” He jerked a finger at Darren accusatorily. “I know you’re one of those network influencer types. Did you bribe your way to your position? I won’t tolerate corruption among the Protectors, even in branches as small and distant as Calabor. Look at your sloppy aura control. Can you even use your abilities without running out of Divine Aura?”

      It looked like he was mad, which brought a grin to Darren’s face. The angry ones made the best sparring partners. His reply to Makiel’s accusation was straightforward.

      “Let’s fight.”

      Hours later, Makiel staggered out of the sparring arena, battered and bruised. His armor was no longer shiny, and Darren clapped him on the shoulder and told him he looked like a real warrior.

      He’d actually been rather good, as far as Darren was concerned. Darren had never seen such nimble and well-practiced swordsmanship. It was like he had a counter prepared for every attack Darren threw his way, almost as though he could see the future.

      Unfortunately for Makiel, Darren actually could see the future. And years of swordsmanship practice couldn’t make up for overwhelming speed and strength when combined with well-honed battle instincts. Makiel didn’t stand a chance.

      There was a small crowd gathered to watch the fight, but Darren had pulverized the first officers of enough captains by now that everyone knew what was going to happen. A less observant person than Darren wouldn’t have noticed Captain Gaviel stepping into the crowd in the sparring arena. He’d watched Darren fight quite a few times, and Darren was pretty sure the captain’s offer of promotion had as much to do with Darren’s combat abilities as it did with his performance.

      Darren wasn’t sure if Captain Gaviel still thought he could win a sparring match against him, but the outcome would be uncertain enough that the captain wasn’t willing to risk his pride in the attempt. After all, he was known as an exceptionally powerful warrior, so having a second in command as strong as Darren bolstered his reputation. It created an illusion that he was even more unbeatable, so long as it was never broken.

      Darren didn’t begrudge him the lie. Maintaining a reputation was a type of skill as well, and the captain was putting his to good use toward Darren’s own ends. He’d be the last person to stand in the captain’s way. In fact, their entire relationship had been rather cordial, especially after Darren’s discoveries.

      “Darren, I have a quest for you,” Captain Gaviel said.

      Darren perked up.

      “Complete it, and you’ll go from High Officer to First Officer, like Makiel there. I know there have been complaints about me promoting you so quickly, but you’ve proven adept enough at squashing such rumors that it won’t hurt to promote you once more.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice to a whisper. “And I could use a First Officer with a good sword arm. I’m being called all the way to the Fifth Layer of the heavens to report my findings.”

      Darren nodded. The captain was nervous and wanted backup.

      “What’s the quest?”

      Darren needed to do something to warrant a promotion before Captain Gaviel could give it to him. The first two were already extremely unusual, so Captain Gaviel would likely face scrutiny if the promotion was ever examined. Darren expected to slay some particularly fearsome beast.

      “The most important calling any Protector can answer,” Captain Gaviel replied. “Saving some of our own. Kilean and his companions haven’t been back for weeks. They were due to check in yesterday, and they haven’t returned. Something must have happened, and we don’t abandon our own. Find out what happened. Save them if you can, or bring back what remains of them if you can’t.”

      Darren nodded, surprised for a moment. The seraphim truly were different from demons. He’d seen fiends stabbing each other in the back for the pettiest reasons.

      “It will be done,” Darren promised.
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        * * *

      

      Natashiel was still sleeping off her exhaustion, so Darren and Asuriel were left alone. Ashe popped out of Darren’s sword to join them once they were out of the city.

      “I can’t believe we have to look for that Kilean asshole...” Asuriel grumbled.

      “He’s a Protector. You’re a Protector,” Darren replied.

      “Yeah... doesn’t mean I like him, though.”

      “It looks like all the weird messages I’ve been seeing about Kalaziel have let up,” Ashe said, eyes distant as she rode on Darren’s shoulder. She’d been spending a lot of time on the seraphim’s network to help with Asuriel’s social media and scour it for more information. Darren learned that political currents were blowing in the higher heavens through her.

      The Prime Saints were gathering their influence, and factions had formed. Those factions were most apparent on the higher levels, but they had started to influence life down in Calabor. Captain Gaviel had arranged for the infected ophanim to be cut off from the local node, but not every city had been so quick or willing to act. Some openly hung banners supporting Kalaziel’s faction for whatever he had planned.

      Why did he need support from other seraphim? What was he planning? There were so many questions for which they still didn’t know the answers. Not to mention the fact that a lot of people had died in Whiteguard. They hadn’t all gone into corrupting the ophanim. Where were the rest?

      Those thoughts had troubled Darren even more as of late, and they played no small part in why he was so diligent with completing his quests. Nothing eased his stress more than smashing his enemies to paste.

      The Protectors’ badges had small trackers, so Darren knew roughly where Kilean and his companions should have been.

      “The signal should be just ahead...” Asuriel said as she pointed toward a nearby riverbank.

      “I see the badges,” Darren said, swooping low and scooping them out of the stream.

      He pulled them out of the water, revealing six battered Protector’s badges. Whoever had taken them off Kilean had thought this through enough that they knew to throw the badges away.

      “We will trace them upriver,” Darren said. He leaned low. Tracking people upriver was hard on its own. Tracking tiny, inanimate objects would be harder still. It would take all his skills, experience, and unique abilities to—

      “I found them!” Asuriel replied. “The point from which these badges were thrown in the river is in the location data.”

      Darren straightened. “Lead the way.”

      Asuriel and Ashe rode on either of Darren’s shoulders as he flew. The two investigated the local network and pulled all their seraph tricks to help the cause.

      “I think there’s a farming village ahead,” Ashe said. “They should be coming into sight any moment now.”

      Darren had been surprised to learn that seraphim farmed just like humans, but it made sense retrospectively. The fiends in the Seven Hells also farmed. It was one of the main ways they slowly grew their power over time. Slowly consuming and processing Demonic Aura internally did a lot to help them. He’d seen seraphim eating and drinking often enough that it was probably the same for them.

      True to Ashe’s words, the farming village came into sight shortly thereafter.

      “You should both focus,” Darren suggested to the two ladies on his shoulders. “We might have to fight.”

      Ashe and Asuriel both hopped off. Asuriel conjured two spheres of Divine Aura in either hand, ready to fight. Ashe held her arms at the ready, though she drew no weapon and still had to stick close to Darren since her true body was Melancholy in his hands.

      They landed on the outskirts of the village, figuring it best to wait and watch under the cover of the nearby trees.

      “Identify any unusual behavior,” Darren asked while he tried to do the same.

      He wasn’t familiar with how farming seraphim went about their work, but what he saw was strange. Great machines milled around the fields, and not all had seraphim as drivers. Some seemed to move through the fields entirely on their own. In the mortal world, they would have called it devilry or witchcraft. Darren wasn’t sure what they called it here in the heavens.

      “Those are tractors, Darren.” Asuriel stifled a giggle when Darren pointed out the mysterious contraptions.

      “Can we take them by surprise?” Darren asked.

      This time Ashe joined Asuriel in their quiet, hushed giggling.

      “They’re just farming tools. They won’t bother us if we don’t bother them,” Ashe explained. “If you must, think of them like horses.”

      Darren grumbled. He still feared they were dangerous, but thinking of them like horses helped. Ashe and Asuriel might trust them, but he would still keep an eye on the loud, lumbering things.

      “We should scout the area. Look for threats,” Darren said.

      Asuriel tapped a finger on her chin. “You sure? Because I’m pretty sure we can just go up to them and start asking questions. Seems a lot easier than sneaking around staring at the ground looking for footprints. There aren’t many of those where everybody can fly.”

      Darren had to admit that Asuriel had a point. Tracking people using his Absolute Analysis skill on any prints he found would be hard when he couldn’t find any prints in the first place.

      “Risky,” Darren muttered.

      Asuriel gave Darren a pat on the shoulder. “You wanted to track them up the river with nothing but grit and determination, didn’t you?”

      Darren was silent.

      “Well, I’ll be the one to break down and ask around while you brood in the shadows and stare at dirt. Then, the moment trouble comes, I’ll call. Okay?”

      After a moment of reluctant hesitation, he nodded. “You might be bait.”

      Asuriel flexed her biceps. “I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. Besides, I’m extremely observant. There is no way anyone could catch me by surprise.”

      Darren gave her a doubtful look. He flipped Melancholy around and thrust it into Asuriel’s grasp. “Take Ashe with you for backup.”

      “Sometimes you worry too much. It’s just a bunch of Third- and Fourth-Order villagers.” Asuriel kissed Darren’s chest, eyes gazing up at him adoringly. “But it’s very sweet.”

      Asuriel and Ashe stood from their hiding place and walked toward the village with arms spread wide and broad smiles on their faces.

      “Greetings, villagers! We’re Protectors here completing an investigation quest!” Asuriel shouted, gathering the attention of all the villagers.

      They worked hard at their daily tasks, mixing barrels, cleaning baskets, and maintaining their complex machinery. This was the first time Darren had actually seen seraphim who knew how to work on their complex mechanical equipment.

      The villagers looked up from their task as Asuriel approached. Ashe had returned to Melancholy, but could reappear in case something happened. Her real body had enough physical presence for everyday use, but in a true fight, she’d be dependent on the sword she inhabited.

      “The Protectors, huh?” one of the villagers said as he stabbed the knife with which he was carving into a nearby block of wood. He wore a beard that reached his belly, graying and rough. He reminded Darren a lot of a rougher version of Kalaziel, like he’d tried to dress like Kalaziel would had he been a farmhand rather than a Prime Saint. There were a few holes in his shirt and pants, and he had dirt under his nails. “We had one of your sorts here just the other day.”

      “Really?” Asuriel’s expression brightened. “That’s wonderful. As it happens, we’re looking for a few Protectors who came through here recently.”

      “Mhm...” The man turned to the other villagers watching the conversation. “They’re still around here. Come along.”

      The man returned to the building he’d been sitting in front of. Darren watched from afar, grimacing as Asuriel blindly followed him inside, throwing Darren a confident wink as she did so.

      Time passed, and Darren turned his attention to tracking their quarry the same way he usually did, by carefully looking for tracks. But try as he might, he couldn’t find anything of interest.

      “Stupid wings...” Darren grumbled under his breath. Perhaps he’d have to pick up a skill that let him see tracks left in the air. He was going to give up and hope Asuriel found something by asking the villagers. When he sent a message through their Protectors’ badges, he got no response.

      Darren groaned inwardly, remembering Asuriel’s parting words.

      There was no way anyone could catch me by surprise, she’d said.

      He fiddled with his own badge, trying to remember how Asuriel tracked down the location of Kilean and the others. Sure enough, he found Asuriel’s badge washed up in the river outside the village.

      His eyes turned back to the village. They could have done this mission the easy way. But now he was going to do it his way.

      From his Inventory, he withdrew his Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation and locked his eyes on his prey.

      

      New Quest Available!

      
        	Rescue Asuriel.

        	Save Asuriel and Ashe from whoever has ambushed them by whatever means necessary.
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      A few minutes later, Darren was standing over the ruins of what had formerly been the village.

      He hadn’t meant to destroy every building, but the seraphim had proven surprisingly combative when he walked in with his sword drawn, his passive skills activated, and ready for a fight.

      He’d walked right up to the building into which Asuriel had followed the villager. When he found it locked, he’d cut the building in half. Then, when he didn’t find Asuriel inside, he grew truly angry.

      That was when the villagers attacked him. Attacking Darren was a bad idea under normal circumstances. Attacking him when he was furious at the disappearance of one of his women was a lethal one.

      Still, he’d maintained enough rationality to let them know why he was angry and give them a chance to explain themselves.

      “Return Asuriel or be destroyed,” Darren demanded.

      “Set the alarms! It’s another Protector, and we can’t catch this one by surprise,” one villager said.

      And so they had chosen destruction. Darren was happy to oblige them.

      Though the village was made of wood and stone from the heavens and was supernaturally tough, it did nothing to stop Darren’s rampage. He tore through wood, stone, dirt, and grime. He might have sundered the village with one swing of his sword in the mortal world, but here in the heavens, it took a lot more than one.

      But destroy it he did, repelling his attackers and searching for clues. Despite attacking him, these seraphim weren’t particularly well trained. Most of them were only the equivalent of a Third-Order holy warrior back home. That was the lowest rank of power at which a seraph could manifest in a manner that could walk, speak, and think like a living human, so it was the most common rank for seraphim.

      And so Darren stood amid the fire and the rubble, surrounded by the dispersing bodies of the dead, while he clutched the best clue to Asuriel’s whereabouts in his open fist. The bearded male seraph, who looked like a cheap knock-off of Kalaziel, squirmed in his grip.

      “I’ll tell you nothing!” the seraph growled, clawing at Darren’s arm wrapped around his throat. His legs dangled uselessly beneath him. “You think you’ve killed us? Ha! Lord Kalaziel will resurrect us all when he comes into his own.”

      Darren glared at him, having no patience at a time like this. Especially for someone so fiercely loyal to his sworn enemy.

      “Where is she?” Darren asked again.

      The seraph bit Darren’s thumb, but Darren merely twisted his grip and shattered the seraph’s teeth around his hand. There was a flash of something deep within the seraph. He’d seen it when he asked the question.

      His control over Divine Aura had grown to new heights, especially after manipulating Ashe’s soul with Laura’s help to put it in Melancholy. That gave him a lot of insights into the structure of the living energy beings known as the seraphim.

      “Where is Asuriel?” Darren demanded once more.

      “Your image shall be ingrained upon every soul within me, and your likeness delivered to Lord Kalaziel. When he reigns supreme, he will surely smite you, and no place within the Seven Heavens will be safe for you...” the seraph growled, face grim. Blood dripped from his nose, and he looked much like what a mortal man might if they were in such a predicament.

      But this was no mortal man. The blood dispersed into tiny fragments of soul energy, like a bright reflection of Demonic Spirits that came from a dying demon. Darren watched them and the rest of the collection of power within the seraph, as he spoke of Kalaziel.

      These energy patterns defined all that this seraph was, so the thoughts in his mind had to be in there as well. Darren just had to figure out how to listen to them.

      Doing what he planned would require pushing all his relevant skills to their limits. Aura Ascendancy, Soul Smithing, and Divine Energy Projection would all be tested.

      While the seraph in his grip squirmed and ranted things about Kalaziel and how Darren’s utter destruction would soon be at hand, Darren focused on the seraph’s inner workings. The process was incredibly complex, and he had several other bodies that weren’t busy sitting down to help him think through what he was about to do. With Oracle Sight to warn him if what he was doing was about to go wrong, he began the procedure.

      He plugged a cable from the seraph’s body into his sigil. Then he did it again.

      The seraph in his grip continued to squirm and rant about Kalaziel, seemingly not understanding what Darren was doing to him. Finally, when he went limp, Darren asked his question again.

      “Where is Asuriel?” Darren demanded.

      “Kalaziel’s wrath shall annihilate you utterly! You will beg for death by the time he is finished with you!” the seraph ranted, though as he spoke, Darren caught flashes of emotion, images, and thoughts. All of it was recorded on his sigil for his viewing.

      Most of it was garbage. There were long images of the seraph deciding to grow out his beard so that it looked just like Kalaziel. There were other images of him changing the way he dressed. And there was still more about him burying a strange device in the ground around the village. There was another of him tying up the unconscious form of Kilean and his companions.

      Darren froze the moment he caught sight of those last few. He’d found what he was looking for.

      He reviewed the memories several more times, this time looking into the background of each flickering image and any other contextual clues he could find. He soon spotted a corner he recognized. He wrapped the seraph in his clutches with bindings made of Divine Energy and started digging for the object the seraph had buried in his memories. Eventually, the shovel he’d snatched struck something hard and metallic. He pulled an egg-shaped metal object from the ground.

      He held it in his hands, examining it much as he had done the seraph moments ago. This device was a lot simpler than the inner workings of an intelligent being, so Darren quickly figured out what it did. This egg was a receptacle for Divine Aura. It was full to the brim with recently deceased souls, forming tethers with the nearby seraph and injecting that Divine Aura directly into their very beings.

      Things were coming together for Darren. The ophanim were just the beginning. If the trick worked on them, why not on regular seraphim as well?

      Kalaziel had probably started with a few devoted agents, such as the bearded man Darren held in his clutches. But, thanks to the influx of souls from Whiteguard filled with the essence of hundreds of thousands of his most devoted mortal followers, he could overwhelm the souls of living seraphim, converting them to his cause by warping the very foundations of their being.

      It was a disturbing thought, to say the least. If Kalaziel was merely consuming all the human souls he took from Whiteguard, he would have increased his power a bit further. But Darren had underestimated Kalaziel’s ambition. He wanted to turn every seraph in the heavens just as devoted as the mortals of Whiteguard. He'd spent years rewriting holy books across Whiteguard to venerate him personally instead of the tenets the heavens had laid down years ago, and now he was pouring those corrupted thoughts into the seraphim of the heavens.

      Darren had thought it strange that the local villagers would be universally so dedicated to throwing their lives away for some scheme of Kalaziel’s. Now he knew why. They’d probably been perfectly normal until the bearded man in his grip bent their wills toward Kalaziel’s whim.

      Darren turned to regard the struggling seraph trapped in ropes made from Divine Aura. He tightened his fist, and the ropes wound tighter until the seraph exploded in a fountain of white light. Darren had everything he needed, and he wanted to move fast to catch up with Asuriel.
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        * * *

      

      Darren caught up with Asuriel down the road. From the glimpses he’d seen in the bearded seraph’s thoughts, people like Asuriel in the Fifth Order were too strong to be influenced by the eggs that the bearded man had used to warp the minds of the other villagers. They needed to be transported to a separate location that could produce the same effect, only stronger. It was to there that he had sent Asuriel.

      He caught sight of one of those tractor creatures from afar. Unlike the others he’d seen, this one had a pair of drivers sitting in it. Behind them, an Asuriel-sized sack squirmed in place. Next to it, Darren spotted Melancholy.

      He frowned. His sword was there, so why hadn’t Ashe rescued Asuriel already? The two seraphim driving the tractor were only at the Third Order. Once Ashe undid whatever bindings trapped Asuriel in that sack, she could easily overpower them both.

      He didn’t know the answer, but he did see Ashe herself clinging to the rear of the trailer, spying on the two drivers where they couldn’t see her.

      When she spotted him flying in the air overhead, she hopped off the tractor as quietly as possible, gesturing him to the woods where they could speak without being overheard by the pair of drivers.

      “What’s going on?” Darren asked.

      “Asuriel got caught by surprise,” Ashe explained. “That bearded guy works for Kalaziel! He hit her in the back of the head with a device that destabilized her Divine Aura and then tied her up.”

      Darren grimaced. Of course she got taken by surprise. The next time they were free, he would have to teach her what being extremely observant was supposed to mean.

      “Why haven’t you freed her?”

      “Asuriel said this was all part of her plan.” Ashe shrugged. “After she got knocked out and captured, she said she meant to get surprised. That way, she’d be taken to wherever they took Kilean and the others we’re looking for.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “But between you and me, I’m pretty sure she was embarrassed she got taken by surprise.”

      Inwardly, Darren snorted. He could see Asuriel getting taken by surprise and then insisting it was all part of the plan after the fact.

      “If it was all part of the plan, why was I left out?” Darren raised an eyebrow. Both of them should have known he would have been furious the moment he heard Asuriel had been captured. Unfortunately, the village was in ruins, so it was only a matter of time before their presence here was discovered by whoever that bearded seraph reported to in Kalaziel’s chain of command.

      Ashe blushed. “That’s what I told her. Not that we had much time to speak.”

      Darren frowned. He didn’t like this plan, not one bit. But if Asuriel was insistent on it, he knew he shouldn’t ruin it now. With a sigh, he did what Ashe was doing and waited.

      He put on his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero again, hiding as he settled down next to Asuriel’s sack. The two drivers were only at the Third Order, so they didn’t have much chance of seeing through the cloak’s effects unless they had some very special skills like what Thalia had when they first met. If that turned out to be true, Darren would have the excuse he needed to kill the two of them and end Asuriel’s risky plan.

      Alas, he settled down behind the two of them, and the two seraphim were none the wiser. They chatted blissfully, unaware of the angry Fifth-Order paladin lurking right over their shoulders, ready to kill both of them at a moment’s notice. He cut a hole in Asuriel’s sack so he could peek in on her, and he settled her down on his lap while they rode to wherever these servants of Kalaziel had planned to take captured Protectors.

      “Say... when Kalaziel rules the heavens, what will happen to us? Will we still be farmers?” one of the seraphim asked. He was male, slack-jawed, and with a distant look in his eyes like he wasn’t all there. He spoke to the woman beside him, who shared the same somewhat vacant expression.

      “Hell, no! Kalaziel promised us his eternal embrace! He said his power will be our power, and we’ll become immortalized heroes to rule over the Seven Heavens for all the years to come!” the female seraph replied. The two of them stared straight ahead, repeating different variations of the same conversation several times as they rode, each time forgetting what the other said the last time the question was asked.

      Traveling by tractor took considerably longer traveling along the ground than it would have by air, but Third-Order seraphim didn’t have wings, and even if they did, they probably didn’t want to fly with Asuriel in a bag for fear of being spotted from afar. Traveling along the ground, they had the cover of the massive, towering trees that surrounded this farming community.

      The journey took them deep into the forest, past the furthest planted fields of the settlement. The tall trees threw deep shadows, and though the sun shone brightly above, mortal eyes would have been cloaked in near-darkness. Darren could see just fine despite the gloom, but the pair of seraphim driving lit the lights built into the front of their tractor and continued driving.

      Eventually, they came to a building. At first, Darren thought it was just a clump of brush and vines, but a closer analysis revealed that to be an illusion conjured through both Divine Aura and mundane camouflage. Between the two, someone had hidden a building well enough that even his keen senses needed a second look to be certain it was really there.

      The tractor drove right through the brush, shoving the thorns aside with its bulk as they entered a pocket dimension much like the sparring arena the Protectors had back in Calabor. Only this one was much larger. It was also full to the brim with Divine Aura, though the energy in the air here had a sickly sweetness to it that reminded him of the souls from Whiteguard. He’d sensed the flavor of utter devotion to Kalaziel often enough by now that he could recognize it at a glance.

      Then he looked up. The pocket dimension they were in seemed ordinary enough at first, if a little dim, and with shiny metal walls. But the roof was oddly sloped and domed in a way he recognized. It looked like the inside of an eggshell.

      He realized he recognized some patterns on the nearby walls. He recognized them from the very device he now had in his Inventory. They were inside a giant version of the egg he’d found.

      Whatever effects this egg possessed were amplified many times over from the smaller variant because even he felt the pressure crushing down on his soul. He likened the intensity to being down in the Seventh Layer of Hell, inside something crafted by Laura to condense Demonic Aura. This device must have done the same for Divine Aura, and it was currently full of all the power harvested from Whiteguard.

      If this were Demonic Aura, years of experience and his special skills would allow him to fight it off as long as he wanted. But this was Divine Aura, and he wasn’t nearly as adept at separating this foreign power from his own soul.

      “D-Darren... I don’t feel so good...” Ashe muttered, sagging against his side.

      “Go back into Melancholy,” Darren said. She’d be safe there. He worried about Asuriel though. She was a seraph and lacked the physical body he had. He feared that meant the pressure on her would be even worse.

      He could only think to hold her tight so that his soul would envelop hers. There was no way he’d allow her to be corrupted by some Kalaziel-worshiping dead people.

      That seemed to be exactly what this room was for. Lining the floor in all directions were dozens of Fourth-Order seraphim, along with a few at the Fifth Order. Darren spotted Kilean and his friends there. Some of these people were probably Protectors from other cities who got caught in the same trap that had tripped up Asuriel. Others were likely local villagers who were too powerful for the smaller eggs to influence. All of them were lying here and steeping in these contaminated energies that were changing the very nature of their being.

      Darren was on a time limit. Not only was he guarding his own soul against infiltration, but he was protecting Asuriel’s as well. He had to complete the mission by rescuing Kilean and his companions and get out of there before his defenses wore thin enough that the rogue souls drifting around him could find their way into either him or Asuriel.

      This would have been effortless if he’d been surrounded by Demonic Aura. One use of his purification ability would dispel all the Demonic Aura and probably convert the aspect of the entire pocket dimension as well. But he was up against Divine Aura already, so neither his purification ability nor his buffs against demonic-alignment entities would be of any use here.

      The Divine Aura swirled around him, as thick as soup in the air. Tiny motes of brilliant white light flowed through the chamber. Just as Demonic Spirits manifested in dense Demonic Aura, so did Divine Spirits manifest in the presence of intense Divine Aura. Divine Spirits weren’t nearly as common, and they didn’t exert influence as directly as Demonic Spirits that could reanimate corpses and turn them against the living, but Darren was certain they were dangerous. Perhaps even more so if they could change the very fabric of a living being without them even noticing.

      Darren’s instincts had served him well throughout all his years in Hell. And now, like a trapped animal, his instincts screamed at him to lash out. So, with Melancholy in hand, he unleashed a slash that scored a deep gash in the egg around them. He poured his Divine Aura and tremendous speed and strength into the attack, more than he would have dared to use in the sparring ring back at the Protector’s office.

      The very thing Captain Gaviel had been so worried about there happened here. The pocket realm the egg was inside of began to unravel. The world frayed around Darren, like stitches tearing loose.

      He saw glimpses of a fiery hellish landscape, likely somewhere in the Seven Hells. Then he glimpsed the countryside of Whiteguard. An instant later, that too faded and was replaced with the dense forest he’d seen coming into this place.

      Darren expected rejoining the larger dimension of the Seven Heavens would be a bit rocky, but he underestimated how rocky it would be.

      The massive heavenly trees all around them shattered. A portion of the forest floor was torn from where it had sat for countless years and been thrown in all directions to make way for the egg manifesting in the middle of it all. The act of space stitching itself back together again was more akin to an explosion than the gentle healing of a wound, like he was used to.

      They did not leave the egg unscarred either. Darren’s cut had sliced a deep gash down the glowing runes and the intricate weaving of Divine Aura within and throughout the egg. But when the egg suddenly appeared and pushed outward on all the air, dirt, and trees around it, so too did all that substance push back on the egg.

      Half a tree stuck right through one side of the egg. The earth in another chunk was piled so high the sleeping forms of all the captured seraphim were piled atop one another in the far corner. One wall of the egg was entirely gone and nowhere to be seen.

      The tractor Darren, Ashe, and Asuriel had been riding in was a shredded wreck. It had joined places with a boulder. That had been a battle the tractor had clearly lost, as had the two Third-Order seraphim driving it. There was even less left of them than the tractor.

      The one saving grace of the destructive act was that the dense field of Divine Aura within the egg was disappearing, and it was getting easier to hold back with every passing moment.

      “Kilean! Protectors! On your feet!” Darren yelled at the heaping pile of slowly stirring seraphim. Whatever had been keeping them unconscious was wearing off now that the egg had been destroyed.

      Darren scanned the pile of bodies as many moved, slowly climbing to their feet one at a time. Asuriel squirmed in the sack thrown over Darren’s shoulder. He reached up with one free hand and ripped the bag open. Asuriel came spilling out of it, and he caught her before she hit the ground.

      There was a gag in her mouth, and her hands were tied behind her back, but from the look of her, she’d been halfway through worming out of both. She spat the gag out as soon as she was free, having long since chewed through the fabric. Her hands were tougher to free, but now that she could arch her back, she twisted in an amazingly limber motion to bring her legs through the loop of her bound wrists and bring them in front of her.

      “Darren!” Asuriel nibbled on her lip with worry. “Uhhh... this was all part of the plan! I definitely meant to get taken by surprise.”

      “Later,” Darren replied. He tore off the cuffs binding Asuriel’s wrists and set her on the ground next to him. “Stay close. The aura in the air is bad.”

      Asuriel twisted, turning so her back was pressed against Darren’s. Glowing spheres of golden light appeared in her hands as she glared into the shadows. She soon locked on the moaning, groaning heap of seraphim, slowly climbing to their feet.

      “Wait... I think I see Kilean!” Asuriel waved. “Kilean, we’re here to rescue your sad, sorry rear! You’re welcome!”

      Darren locked eyes with Kilean. Kilean’s gaze was hazy and distant, only half there. Darren was relieved when the focus returned to them, but that feeling didn’t last long.

      “Raaaaaarghhh!” Kilean growled and charged right for Darren with no weapons other than his empty hands.

      Kilean was no match for Darren even when armed and healthy, and right now, he was neither. His aura was in tatters, his equipment was gone, and what was left of his clothes made it look like he’d been on the losing side of a rough fight.

      But Darren was here to rescue Kilean and his companions, so Darren couldn’t cut him down with Melancholy. So, reluctantly, Darren shoved Melancholy into the ground behind him.

      He met Kilean’s mindless charge with one of his own. Asuriel scrambled backward to stick close behind him. Kilean’s two fists met Darren’s two palms, and Darren twisted in a smooth and practiced motion. He flipped Kilean over on himself and spun his arms around, so both of Kilean’s arms were behind his back.

      “Asuriel, the cuffs!” Darren shouted. A moment later, the cuffs that had bound Asuriel were attached to Kilean’s wrists instead. He struggled on the ground, and Darren planted a boot on his back to keep him still. Kilean frothed at the mouth, desperate to attack him.

      Darren would have tried to figure out what was wrong with the seraph, but as more figures emerged from the heaping pile, he realized he had bigger problems to deal with. Kilean wasn’t the only seraph who lost his mind.

      Many of the others had already turned on one another, spitting and snarling as they punched, kicked, tore, and bit at one another like wild animals. And now those feral seraphim were turning their wild gazes on Darren and Asuriel.
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      Dozens of crazed seraphim frothing at the mouth charged at Darren and his companions like wild animals. He planted his feet, prepared to wrestle them to the ground. When he wanted to be, Darren could make himself an immovable pillar. No matter how many of these seraphim swarmed him, physical strength would never overcome the quality of his skills.

      Unfortunately, numbers were a quality all on their own, and though they couldn’t shove him aside, they could soon swarm him. Darren was confident he could shrug off their attacks and break free, but Asuriel still hadn’t fully recovered from being surprised by the lingering contaminated Divine Aura in the area. Nor did she really have the skills to deal with a situation like this.

      Asuriel’s abilities were much less strength and power and more efficient lethality. She could help him kill these seraphim, but she couldn’t help him disable them.

      “Asuriel, tie them up as I disable them,” Darren shouted over the snarling growls.

      Figures hazy and full of mindless anger, even seraphim could look like demons. Darren fought back against his instincts. He spotted two of Kilean’s companions among his assailants, and he needed to rescue them. And the rest of these seraphim were likely victims as well. He couldn’t kill them because they fell for Kalaziel’s tricks.

      “I’m on it!” Asuriel shouted. Darren threw her some rope, which she caught with a practiced hand. “I’m an expert at being knotty!”

      Darren grabbed the nearest seraph by the wrist, swinging him around like a club to knock the others aside. Then, when he was good and dazed, Darren tossed him on the ground behind him for Asuriel to tie up.

      The wave of seraphim charged again, and though Darren had taken out one of their number, several more joined the horde after growing tired of beating on one another and turning their attention to him.

      “I think I can come out now...” Ashe appeared behind Darren, reluctantly manifesting her humanoid form and gingerly touching the ground.

      Darren tossed her more rope for Asuriel without looking. “Help Asuriel!”

      Ashe nodded and soon got to work. At first, the brawl was simple enough. Two dozen feral men and women would charge at Darren, and he would dodge, block, or punch them in return. Between his superior skill and speed, even these odds couldn’t overwhelm him.

      The task became much harder when they started going for Asuriel and Ashe. Though the Divine Aura in the area had grown thinner, there was still enough of it that he couldn’t take his attention off them completely, nor could he stray too far from them. While the two women could handle themselves, they couldn’t handle themselves while also tying up the unconscious seraphim Darren kept throwing their way.

      He had to defend them against one charge after another. Usually, that meant charging in return and intercepting everyone coming for them. The feral seraphim attacked from all directions, including from above. He pushed, shoved, punched, and kicked, and all those were done to him in return. One of Kilean’s companions even bit him on the arm, and a woman nearly tore his pants off, grabbing at his groin.

      That was the one and only time during the fight Asuriel used one of her abilities.

      “Hey, don’t damage the goods!” Asuriel shouted at the crazed, drooling woman as she flung a sphere of condensed Divine Energy her way. The tight bundle of power knocked the wind out of the seraph and scorched her skin, leaving her unconscious and badly hurt. They would have to get some of Darren’s Fountain of Youth water into her as soon as the fight ended if she was to survive.

      Once Darren and his companions started putting a dent in their numbers, dealing with those that remained became progressively easier. He wasn’t swinging them around and using them like a mallet to bash the others with so much anymore and could deal with them one at a time. His new ability, Soul Weaving, was useful in disabling his attackers.

      He couldn’t take them down with that skill alone, but by tugging on the Divine Aura inside the seraphim charging at him, he found he was able to make them stutter in their steps or turn their bodies against them for just a moment. That alone made disabling them much easier.

      “I think that’s the last of them!” Asuriel said as she tied up the final seraph who’d attacked them.

      Darren wandered around, healing the wounded. He’d done his best to do as little harm as possible, but the feral seraphim hadn’t done the same for one another. Those who hadn’t been attacking him, Asuriel, and Ashe had been pounding on each other until both parties were beaten to a bloody pulp. Already, several were too far gone. So he picked one at random and used his Resurrection skill to bring them back to life. He’d hoped that would restore their sanity, but they had no luck.

      Carrying so many back was a bit tedious. Still, Asuriel was very talented with ropes and knots. She fashioned a way to tie everyone together so that all they could do was squirm against one another. Wrapped together in tight bundles of flesh four to a pair, she tied loops around them that made them something akin to a basket. When they flew back to the Protectors’ office in Calabor, it would look very strange, but Darren had done weirder things.

      “Damn, this is super hot,” Asuriel drooled as she bundled up the third batch of female seraphim for Darren to bring back.

      “You sure we shouldn’t dress them?” Darren asked. All the fighting meant most of the seraphim wore little more than shredded clothes.

      “No!” Asuriel said, “This footage will fetch a fortune! But, uh... I mean... don’t worry about them. A wind chill won’t hurt someone at the Fourth Order, and the two at the fifth won’t even feel it.”

      Darren was unconvinced, but when Asuriel insisted, he relented. Then, strangely, all the male seraphim got was a canvas sack each, just like the one Asuriel had been hauled in on.

      Darren carried everyone back, straining his wings to do so. While lifting all these people at once wouldn’t have been difficult for him, keeping so many in the air with nothing but his wings was much harder.

      “Yeah... that’s it...” Asuriel wiped the drool from her cheek as she watched the bound female seraphim swaying in the breeze while Darren hauled them along. He heard the distinctive clicking sound that happened whenever she was saving images many times throughout the trip.

      Sweat beaded on Darren’s forehead, thanks to the exertion. He took his shirt off to cool down, much to Asuriel’s increasing excitement.

      “Heavens above, you think it’s too late for me to pretend to be feral too?” Asuriel asked Ashe.

      Ashe shook her head. “You have a problem.”
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        * * *

      

      Their return to Calabor aroused much suspicion. The odd procession was spotted from afar, and a few local Protectors came out to see what was happening. They were initially suspicious, but when they saw it was Darren and Asuriel, they stifled their confused looks.

      “Make way! Official Protectors’ business coming through!” one said as they cleared the way for Darren to head straight for the Protectors’ office.

      Despite their cooperation, they did fetch the captain. Everyone was curious about what Darren and Asuriel were up to, but they all wanted their captain to be the one to ask the awkward question.

      “Just what in the Seven Hells is this?” Captain Gaviel said as Darren laid the bundles of feral seraphim to rest outside the Protectors’ main hall. “Why are all these women tied up?”

      “The men are in the sacks,” Darren explained.

      “That’s not what I was worried about...” Captain Gaviel pinched his temples to clear his head. “Perhaps you should start from the beginning?”

      And so Darren spoke from beginning to end. Captain Gaviel hurried him along, though he grew increasingly worried when Darren described how the villagers attacked Asuriel. When he revealed the egg-shaped device, he grew even more nervous. Finally, when he got to the part about the giant egg in the wilderness and fighting all the seraphim turned feral, he wore a look of fury on his face.

      “You three, get these people inside. I want identification for as many of them as we can. Check the Protectors’ database,” Captain Gaviel ordered.

      The Protectors hopped to it, and soon they had a list of names for their captain. Of course, the list meant nothing to Darren, but Gaviel’s expression turned as bleak as the darkest pits of the Seven Hells when he read it.

      “Curses and damnation. You were right. Many of these people were Protectors who were away on missions. This is worse than just manipulating the ophanim. This is practically a declaration of war against the Protectors!”

      Gaviel paced the office floor, a scowl growing deeper with every passing moment.

      “What shall we do?” Darren asked.

      Captain Gaviel’s fingers twitched, and suddenly his eyes grew hard. “Pack your things. I’ve done all I can with my personal power and influence. It’s time to take this matter to the top of the chain of command. We’re paying a visit to Prime Saint Horon.”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to her exemplary service, Asuriel got the next few days off, which gave her the time to mentally recover from any problems derived from fighting her fellow Protectors. Though Asuriel wasn’t too bothered, she did accept the vacation time.

      “I have a lot of work to do with those new images...” Asuriel muttered. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll lock myself in our apartment for the next few days.”

      Captain Gaviel and Darren would make the trip to the Fifth Layer of the Heavens on their own. Darren spent some time making sure his seraph disguise was as solid as he could make it. While it could hold up against Fifth-Order seraphim so far, he was worried about his upcoming meeting with Horon. Would he still be able to conceal himself against a Sixth-Order Prime Saint?

      He hoped so, because Captain Gaviel was leaving. He seemed a bit nervous about making the trip, though having Darren at his side seemed to ease some of his worries.

      “We’re going to need to stick close and travel quickly,” Captain Gaviel said.

      “Is the Fifth Layer of the Heavens dangerous?” Darren asked.

      “It might be, at least for us. It’s an orderly sort of danger. This isn’t like the mortal world, where there are thieves, bandits, and muggers around every corner. It’s more like there are people there desperate to do the dirty work of people in power. And those people in power might not be the most morally upstanding individuals, especially when you’re meeting with their biggest rival.”

      In other words, Captain Gaviel was worried that they would be ambushed by Kalaziel loyalists before they could meet with Horon. It was a reasonable fear. But Darren had grown up in the Seven Hells and there, avoiding and escaping ambushes was a way of life. He was confident that he could escape anyone besides Kalaziel himself.

      The flight to the nearest path upward went smoothly enough. An hour passed in silence. Darren wasn’t talkative, and the captain had a lot on his mind.

      They flew upward to the Second Layer. Like in the Seven Hells, the terrain here changed. There were fewer sprawling forests and more beautiful vistas. He sensed a few powerful and bestial presences as well, which meant there was no doubt something worth fighting nearby.

      But they were in a rush, so they kept on flying. Captain Gaviel knew the way, and soon they were soaring over the Third Layer of the Heavens and then the Fourth. The layers grew smaller each time, like the layers of a cone narrowing to a point. As Darren suspected, the Seven Heavens were a mirror opposite of the Seven Hells. Already he could make out the distant edge of the Fourth Layer of the Heavens. It was about the same size as the territory Limedeep controlled.

      The Fifth Layer grew smaller still, and here the trappings of the seraphim’s civilization were everywhere. The wild natural beauty of the lower layers was gone. Instead, every tree and patch of grass was carefully groomed and manicured to look clean and presentable. The trees were symmetrical, and the ancient cobblestone paths looked like they had been laid just a day prior.

      A single city dominated the surrounding landscape in the center of the Fifth Layer. It had no walls, but it likely needed none, considering the power of those who lived here.

      “State your name and purpose.” A seraph at the Fifth Order stood guard over the aperture they exited from, eying them up and down with a sword at his side.

      “Gateguards,” Captain Gaviel whispered, barely holding back a derisive snort. “More bureaucrats than warriors. Cushy gig.”

      He had the form of a cleric, unlike Darren and Gaviel, so he stood only to chest height of the two of them. But he made up for what he lacked in height with the shininess of his equipment.

      The Gateguard either hadn’t heard Captain Gaviel or pretended not to. It was hard to tell through his heavy helmet adorned with a billowing pink feather half as tall as he was. His entire set of armor was like that. It shone like polished silver and had a mirror finish. The edges were trimmed with gold, and the chest was encrusted with bright blue and red gemstones and enamel. It looked a bit gaudy to Darren, and it certainly wouldn’t stand up to real combat without a great deal of magic behind it. But he suspected the armor was just for show.

      “I am Captain Gaviel of Calabor, and my companion is my second-in-command, Darren Hellsmiter. I sent word of our arrival ahead of time. We’re here to meet with Prime Saint Horon. We need to discuss some very important developments, and some of them are too serious to send over the network, especially considering part of those developments involves the network itself.”

      The Gateguard nodded, pausing a moment as he received a message. “This way. I am to escort you to Protector Horon personally.”

      Everything was much more formal up here, from the way the Protector acted to the stiff and formal way he flew. His wings stayed straight and rigid, and his armor shone with a flawless luster.

      “After you two,” the Gateguard said.

      “Prime Saint Horon’s home is that way.” Captain Gaviel pointed down the large street running through the city.

      The Gateguard shook his head. “During this time of tension between the Prime Saints, it’s best to stay unnoticed. So follow me down this side tunnel and we’ll avoid undue attention.”

      Darren was skeptical, but Captain Gaviel shrugged and followed the Gateguard. Darren slid in between the Gateguard and Captain Gaviel, keeping a wary eye over his shoulder all the while. For a moment, he thought he sensed the shadow of a frown on the Gateguard’s face.

      The suspicious feeling dwelling deep in Darren’s heart continued to grow stronger as they traveled through the tunnel.

      “We’re going pretty far down, aren’t we?” Captain Gaviel asked skeptically. Worry was blossoming on his brow as well. “We’ve gone far enough through this shortcut of yours. There’s a side tunnel up ahead. We’ll take it and head topside again.”

      “You don’t want to do that, Captain Gaviel,” the Gateguard said. “There could be any number of assassins waiting for you on the surface.”

      “I’d rather face them where I can swing my sword than down here,” Captain Gaviel grumbled.

      Darren’s fingers curled into a fist, and he sent his mind flicking through his Inventory. This cavern was too narrow for Melancholy and his Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation.

      “Fine... fine... we’ll do this the hard way...” the Gateguard muttered. His hand darted to his sword in an instant, drawing it easily in the narrow tunnel thanks to his modest size compared to Gaviel and Darren.

      He tried to dart past Darren, seeing Captain Gaviel as the greater threat. He was a renowned Fifth-Order captain among the Protectors. If his reputation for being one of the best of his order was anything to go by, the Gateguard would normally have made the right choice targeting him.

      But Darren wasn’t someone he could just ignore. Darren had been on his guard already, and the moment he showed steel, Darren’s fist slammed into the Gateguard’s stomach. The blow would have turned a human into a paste and shattered the tunnel walls in all directions, but this was no human, and the walls of the heavens were built of sterner stuff. As it was, all the punch did was knock the Gateguard back against the wall.

      His sword fell from his limp grasp, and Darren scooped it up. It was the perfect size for these narrow tunnels, and Darren didn’t think that was an accident.

      “Ambush,” Darren said.

      Captain Gaviel hadn’t missed the sudden attack. He’d barely had time to raise the alarm of his own before Darren had knocked aside the Gateguard and taken his weapon.

      “Well done, Darren! I knew bringing you along was the right choice,” Captain Gaviel chuckled. He cracked his knuckles and looked the Gateguard up and down. “I’ve always wanted to wipe the smug smiles off these Gateguards’ faces. Maybe we’ll have some extra information to bring to Prime Saint Horon...”

      “Behind you,” Darren warned.

      Even if Gaviel had come alone, Kalaziel’s forces shouldn’t have been totally reliant on one lone warrior being able to catch him by surprise.

      And true to Darren’s instincts, a moment later, four figures stepped out of the very exit Gaviel had pointed out moments before.

      “Captain Gaviel, we meet again...” A familiar voice let out a dark laugh. “I think it’s well past time we had a rematch. It’s time I reclaimed my rank as the strongest Fifth-Order warrior in the Heavens!”

      Darren’s eyes darted to the familiar face. He’d fought this seraph in Salsroth. Darren remembered him fighting by Kalaziel’s side, and he’d caused no small share of trouble for him then. He’d proven too tough to beat then, but Darren had grown a lot after his adventures in the Seven Hells. The seraph’s name came a moment later on Captain Gaviel’s lips.

      “Commander Thorn, I should have known you were still nursing a grudge.” Captain Gaviel grinned. “If you want to get knocked on your ass again, that can be arranged. Only this time, you won’t be getting up again.”
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      “I’ll be busy with Commander Thorn,” Gaviel whispered. “We’ll fight and retreat up the tunnel. Try to keep the others off us.”

      Despite all his bravado offering a duel, Gaviel knew these were long odds. The first thing he did was cast a barrier stretching from one side of the tunnel wall to the other between them and Captain Thorn and their other attackers.

      That just left the Gateguard on their side of the barrier, and Darren was on top of him in an instant. The Gateguard saw the flash of steel, fear gripping his heart. He made his first and last mistake then. Instead of calling on all his defensive abilities, he yelped in fright.

      Darren jammed his sword right through that decorative breastplate, shattering the bejeweled exterior and driving both steel and gemstones into the seraph’s chest.

      Gaviel and Darren sped past, not bothering to finish the Gateguard off.

      “My barrier won’t keep them for long!” Gaviel warned.

      Darren reached into his Inventory. He had a few tricks in there, though most were long outdated. In the past, he could throw out a heap of rusting broken weapons to slow pursuers down, but Fifth-Order seraphim could run through such weapons without so much as a scratch.

      He needed something a bit tougher. Fortunately, he’d fought quite a few tough things as of late. He pulled the giant centipede he and Asuriel had fought out of his Inventory and dropped it in the tunnel. It was wide enough that it filled the entire chamber as it appeared, clogging it from beginning to end. Commander Thorn and the others would have to hack through the entire corpse from its head to its tail to chase them.

      “Good thinking, Darren!” Gaviel grinned as the two of them sped along. “That’ll stop them in their tracks!”

      But Gaviel’s words were proven false a moment later. The centipede corpse quivered and shook. Inky green seeped from its exoskeleton, and a moment later, its rear exploded in a fountain of gore.

      Commander Thorn emerged when the fountain finally subsided, holding a peculiar device in his hand. A dozen spinning blades rotated at the end of the device. That must have been what he used to hack a path through the corpse so quickly.

      Darren and Gaviel had used their time well and were nearly back at the streets. But a knot of worry formed when Darren realized only Commander Thorn stood among the debris of the dead giant centipede.

      He turned toward the exit, cursing inwardly as he realized the rest of Commander Thorn’s Fifth-Order companions appeared one after another, outlined by the afternoon light.

      “We’re boxed in.” Gaviel grimaced. “Looks like we’re going to fight our way free after all! I’ll take Commander Thorn. Hold as long as you can against the others, and I’ll help you once I put down Kalaziel’s mad dog.”

      Gaviel and Darren stood back to back, weapons drawn. This part of the tunnel was just barely wide enough for Darren to draw Melancholy.

      [Dirty rotten ambushers!] Ashe cursed the moment Darren drew his sword. [We’ll cut them down to size, Darren!]

      The Fifth-Order ambushers closed in, sharp blades glinting in the dim light. Enchanted steel and holy blades clashed in the darkness of the tunnels. Divine Aura filled the air.

      All three swords facing Darren glowed various shades of blue and gold. A shining outline enveloped one paladin. Another’s figure blurred and became hard to make out. Thorns of azure energy wrapped around the third, slowly circling his shoulders and pointing toward Darren with ill intent.

      Darren met all their attacks at once. The three struck as one, and all three found their blades catching Melancholy’s edge. He swept the weapons aside, reaching forward to grab the paladin wrapped in a hazy outline by the scruff of his neck.

      His fingers met empty air, but Darren had already seen through the skills he was up against.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      Hazestep Evasion (Mythic)

      
        	This ability allows the user to instantaneously exist at any location within one meter of their original location, dodging any attack that can be dodged.

      

      

      This skill had no doubt made this seraph impossible to fight. How could you strike at someone who could be anywhere?

      But Darren’s Oracle Sight let him reach into the future. In it, he failed to grab the seraph ten thousand times. But soon he found a future where his fingers found purchase. Darren made that future inevitable, and no matter how the seraph tried to dodge his grip, he failed.

      Darren held the hazy seraph aloft, using his body to block the incoming energy thorns.

      “Hold your fire!” the seraph shouted to his companions as he was skewered repeatedly by his own allies’ attack.

      The seraph controlling the flying thorns stopped, and the moment he did so Darren threw the skewered, hazy seraph at him. That gave Darren a moment with the shielded one alone.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      Lightform Shell (Mythic)

      
        	This body-enveloping shell renders the user immune to all damage until the barrier is destroyed. The barrier can be continuously reinforced from the inside using Divine Aura.

      

      

      Darren could have kept attacking the barrier and slowly drained away the seraph’s energy reserves. That was no doubt the attack the seraph expected. But Darren had an easier way to defeat this kind of ability. He pressed a hand to the shielded seraph’s chest and activated Skill Shattering.

      The barrier flickered out like it was never there. The seraph tried to mount a defense, but it was too little too late. Melancholy roared with a beam of shining white light fired from Ashe within the sword. The seraph was completely obliterated instantly.

      Darren’s remaining two assailants stood just in time to see Darren put their ally down for good. The two attacked as one once more, this time with desperate fury. They hadn’t expected a real fight coming here to take Gaviel out, and that mistake had already cost them one of their own.

      Captain Gaviel was locked in an intense fight of his own. He and Commander Thorn appeared evenly matched at first, surrounded by billowing clouds of Divine Aura as they unleashed every ability they had with practiced rhythm.

      “Those skills are new,” Gaviel grunted as he realized Commander Thorn was stronger and faster than he expected.

      “It’s possible to earn many rewards in Kalaziel’s service.” Commander Thorn grinned. “And to think, you could have had my position at one point.”

      The tunnel walls began to crack from all the fighting, and even the sturdy stone of the Fifth Layer of the Heavens couldn’t hold much longer. The sound of clashing weapons rang up and down the street, and passersby had to know what was happening.

      “New skills or not, it won’t make up for the heart of a warrior!” Gaviel shouted, thrusting his sword in Thorn’s direction. Ribbons of golden light streamed from his blade in all directions.

      Commander Thorn smiled like a cat that had caught a mouse. “Perhaps not my new skills, but how about my new sword?”

      Commander Thorn drew his weapon from his belt. It shone with brilliant blue lines, almost like enchantments, though the colors and patterns changed with every passing moment. He swung at Captain Gaviel with a simple strike, and Gaviel looked like he was about to parry it and return the attack with something more skillful.

      But Captain Gaviel never got the chance. Instead, Commander Thorn’s new sword cleaved right through Gaviel’s blade, and its sharpened point cut right through Captain Gaviel’s armor and into the seraph’s shoulder.

      Gaviel dropped backward, crying out with alarm and holding the remaining half of his sword up in a defensive position.

      “Dirty trick.” Gaviel spat blood at Thorn. “I recognize that sword. It’s part of the Lord of Light’s personal armory!”

      “Kalaziel’s armory now. Where do you think my new skills came from?” Commander Thorn smiled. “Goodbye, Gaviel. First, we’ll take your life. Next, we’ll go for Horon himself.”

      “You’ll never win! Just wait! When the Lord of Light returns--“

      Commander Thorn barked a laugh. “Do you think Kalaziel would dare do all this if the Lord of Light still lived? It’s just like the rumors say. He’s dead. And it’s past time we crowned a replacement.”

      “Traitor!” Gaviel yelled. He was wounded and armed with only half a sword. Meanwhile, Commander Thorn had an enchanted blade that could cleave through Gaviel’s armor and weapon. He should have stood no chance against his fellow Fifth-Order seraph.

      But righteous fury fueled Gaviel. The anger burning in his heart granted him strength even he didn’t know he had. He swept Commander Thorn’s magical blade aside with the flat of his own, slamming the broken point in the narrow gap between Commander Thorn’s helmet and breastplate.

      Commander Thorn twisted and writhed, but Gaviel roared with fury, bashing his helm against Thorn’s and denting both while he tried to worm his weapon toward Thorn’s throat.

      Commander Thorn flailed on his back, eyes going wide beneath his visor. But he still had his sword. He brought it around with a twist and shoved it right through Captain Gaviel’s side.

      Captain Gaviel arched his back, letting out a scream of agony even as he sliced through Thorn’s throat with his broken blade.

      Commander Thorn shoved Gaviel off him and tore his helmet off, gushing golden blood from his wound. Face pale, he held his hand to the wound. His other hand scrambled for the bag of holding tied to his belt. He withdrew a vial of thick red liquid, splashed half in his mouth and half on the wound. When he pulled his hand away he was healed.

      He turned his eyes to Gaviel, bleeding and groaning on the ground. He reached for his sword, still skewered through Gaviel’s side. He planned to finish his old rival off once and for all.

      He never got the chance. While Gaviel and Thorn fought to the death, Darren finished off the other two seraphim who’d ambushed them. Then, he turned and met Commander Thorn’s eyes.

      “I don’t know where Gaviel found you, but you’re on the wrong side of history,” Commander Thorn said. “Throw down your weapon, and you won’t meet the same fate as your commander.”

      It was Darren’s turn to let out a low chuckle.

      “Join Kalaziel?” He shook his head. “I would rather die.”

      Commander Thorn’s face turned grim. “That can be arranged.” He dove for his sword, and Darren ran to intercept him.

      Darren was faster, but Commander Thorn was closer. He gripped the handle of his blade and roughly tore it free from Gaviel’s side. Gaviel groaned, face turning pale as Divine Aura leaked out of him. He wouldn’t last much longer.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Inevitability, The Heavenly Blade (Legendary)

        	This sword was crafted by the Lord of Light’s own hand and is capable of sundering all bonds of Divine and Demonic Aura, rendering magical defenses utterly useless against it.

      

      

      Melancholy was also a legendary blade, and its power was more than just magic. But even still, Darren was wary. This was the first time he’d ever feared meeting another sword with his own.

      Commander Thorn lashed out with a ruthless thrust. Darren dodged, but space shifted around him as Thorn activated a skill, and suddenly the sword was still headed straight for Darren’s heart.

      But Darren had tricks of his own. He pulled back and activated Fists of Peace. Glowing energy hands reached up and wrapped around Thorn’s ankles while Darren pulled back just a hair out of reach.

      Thorn activated a barrier before Darren lashed out with a single cut. Thorn dodged, but Darren had seen his dodge born in the twist of his shoulders and the flickering of his eyes, and Melancholy’s tip sliced through the leather loop of Thorn’s belt.

      “Ha! You missed!” Thorn taunted as the severed scraps of his belt fell to the ground.

      Their next few exchanges were a game of cat and mouse. Thorn tried to kill Darren with every attack, and Darren dodged and wove around each blow.

      He remembered this feeling. The last time he and Commander Thorn fought in Salsroth, he’d also led him on a chase.

      “Fight me like a man!” Commander Thorn demanded.

      Darren ignored the taunting, ducking and weaving until he spotted the perfect opportunity.

      It came suddenly. Thorn thrust too hard and too fast. The move carried him too far forward. At the apex of his lunge, when he was most overextended, Darren struck.

      Melancholy swept upward and across in one swift and smooth motion, severing Commander Thorn’s overextended hand.

      Darren twisted with the blow, smashing the heel of his boot across Commander Thorn’s jaw in a follow-up attack while snatching Thorn’s sword with the other.

      In an instant, he’d gone from desperately dodging Commander Thorn’s attacks to looming over him with two swords in his hands while Commander Thorn lay on his back, gasping and moaning.

      Commander Thorn scooted backward, putting some distance between himself and Darren.

      “It’s not over yet!” he shouted. He went for the pouch at his waist with his good hand, only to grasp nothing but air.

      Darren gave him a small smile. “I didn’t miss.”

      He feared Commander Thorn might have more tricks like this legendary sword. So he’d cut his bag of holding right off his hip early on in the fight.

      “You’re a fool, backing Prime Saint Horon,” Commander Thorn spat. “He cares only for his honor and reputation. You might as well place a peacock on the Heavenly Throne. He only hates Kalaziel because Kalaziel’s name is spoken more frequently than his own!”

      Darren ignored Commander Thorn’s speech, inspecting his new sword. This would come in handy. As fond as he was of Demon-slaying swords, his collection could use a little more variety. He also bent low to check on Gaviel. The seraph was unfortunately already dead, but Darren wasn’t worried. With his Resurrection skill, he could still bring the captain back.

      The real question was what to do with Commander Thorn. Darren certainly didn’t plan to let him go after all the people he killed in Salsroth. But what if he could look into Commander Thorn’s memories?

      If he was as closely tied to Kalaziel as he seemed, there was a lot Darren could learn from him.

      “You will tell me what you know,” Darren said.

      “Will I now?” Commander Thorn grimaced. “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t. Fetch a healing potion from my bag, and maybe I’ll be more inclined to answer your questions...”

      He’d calmed down, thinking he was regaining control of the situation. Darren wasn’t about to execute him, and he no doubt had plenty of information to bargain with.

      Unfortunately for him, Darren had no intention of bargaining for anything. He was just going to take what he wanted to know.

      He activated his Soul Weaving ability again. He would pry Kalaziel’s secrets directly from Commander Thorn’s mind.

      “What was that?” Commander Thorn asked, voice tinged with worry. “I felt something. And where’s my health potion? I’m bleeding here!”

      Darren placed a boot on Commander Thorn’s chest to keep him in place, prying through his recent memories.

      Compared to this, looking into the memories of the villager had been easy. Commander Thorn was several orders of magnitude more complicated. One image after another flashed before his eyes, and it would take hours to make sense of what he was seeing. He only recognized the forms of a few naked women viewed from afar from a device much like Thalia’s telescope. Darren had always suspected they could use her new toy for such things.

      Darren needed something to focus Commander Thorn’s mind like he’d done by asking the villager questions.

      “What is Kalaziel planning?” Darren demanded.

      “I won’t answer any questions until I get that healing potion,” Commander Thorn spat in reply.

      “How many men does Kalaziel have?” Darren asked.

      “May you fuck a feral badger,” Commander Thorn replied. That resulted in Darren viewing some rather unpleasant imagery. If he didn’t know better, he would guess Commander Thorn had firsthand experience to visualize the scene so well.

      “Where are you based? What happened to the souls of Whiteguard? Where is Kalaziel now?” Darren asked one question after another, receiving more unpleasant images in reply. For all his faults, Commander Thorn was very good at hiding his thoughts. Darren suspected the commander had caught on that he was peering into his thoughts.

      He needed something a little more drastic if he wanted real answers. Something that would shock and surprise Commander Thorn down to his very core. There was only one thing Darren could think of.

      “Do you know who I am, Thorn?” Darren asked.

      Commander Thorn squinted up at Darren. Confusion plastered his furrowed brows. While there were many Fifth-Order seraphim, they were long-lived and most would know each other well, especially those who specialized in combat. It was strange for Commander Thorn to not know of someone as powerful as Darren.

      Darren withdrew his aura, revealing himself as a human.

      “How about now?”

      Commander Thorn drew in a sharp breath. “The Heavengrace brat!”

      Darren smiled. He saw an image of himself fighting in Salsroth, viewed through Commander Thorn’s own eyes. He saw Kalaziel pointing to an image of him and his mother when he was a child. He heard Kalaziel mutter the word ‘problem’ as he pointed. And last of all, he saw a flash of a chair sitting alone in an empty hall. Though he only saw the image, the name came to mind. The Heavenly Throne.

      Commander Thorn grabbed hold of himself when he saw the smile forming on Darren’s face and quickly shifted his focus to a dozen inane subjects that were of no use to Darren.

      But just as he was about to start prying further, a powerful aura washed over the entire area. Darren had only felt such a sensation from Kalaziel, and he realized he was dealing with a Sixth-Order seraph. So he activated his passive abilities one after another and prepared for the fight of his life.

      But the voice that followed a moment later didn’t belong to Kalaziel. It felt younger and smoother. If Kalaziel issued orders like a king upon his throne, this voice was like that of a prince among his comrades. It was gentler and kinder but no less full of authority.

      “Captain Gaviel! I am here! Rats of Kalaziel, flee before me or perish! Horon is here.”

      The man himself appeared a moment later. He wore a set of golden armor, though he had no helmet. His long auburn hair was even straighter and glossier than Cassandra’s, which Darren would never have thought possible.

      The man’s manicured appearance reminded Darren of the Gateguard, though instead of pure glamor, Darren felt an edge to this man. His armor was shiny, but it wasn’t just for show. This man had an edge to him, though it was buried beneath a gilded scabbard.

      His eyes darted to Gaviel’s deceased form, lying on the ground and dispersing into Divine Aura with each passing moment. Finally, he drew his sword, a straight bar of shining silver, and pointed it at Darren and Commander Thorn.

      This was Prime Saint Horon, the man Gaviel and Darren had come to meet. That he’d come himself to rescue one of his subordinates spoke volumes to his character. Perhaps this Prime Saint of Honor could be an ally, given time.

      “Servants of Kalaziel! You will pay for killing one of mine.” He pointed his sword straight at Darren.

      It was then that Darren looked around himself and the blood and bodies surrounding him with his sword in hand as he interrogated Commander Thorn, who was currently doing his best impression of a corpse.

      This was not exactly the first impression he’d been hoping for.
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      “By my honor, I have sworn to protect all those who have given their oaths to me!” Horon declared as he looked down the length of his sword at Darren. “I will not suffer the death of a loyal man so near the steps of my own home.”

      Darren had found himself in a rather tricky situation. Fighting Horon would only lead to more problems. If he lost, he’d be entirely reliant on his Phoenix's Blessing and his other bodies to recover. He’d be left in a weakened position at a time when Kalaziel was reaching for ever greater heights of power. And if he won, he’d have lost a valuable potential ally against Kalaziel. There was simply no winning position for him.

      He needed to talk his way out of this. But unfortunately, out of all of Darren’s skills, talking wasn’t one of them. He wished he had Thalia or Cassandra with him. Even Sasha would be better at getting out of this situation than he was.

      But he was on his own. So he scrambled to come up with the right thing to say.

      “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      “I trust my own eyes more than your words. I don’t know you, and you’re not even a seraph. Which lands do you hail from, and what offer has Kalaziel given to recruit your help? Did he offer you rule over one of the mortal kingdoms of the Sacred Seas? I wouldn’t put it past him to sell our mortal charges off to a foreign power for a few more swords at his side. He knows nothing of honor or our ancient sacred duty.”

      Horon squinted at Darren, eyes fixed tightly on him. Darren received a warning from his own analysis skill.

      

      Prime Saint Horon has used his identification skill, Soulsight (Mythic).

      Your realm of power and your most recent hundred battles have been revealed to him!

      

      Darren grimaced. What poor luck. He’d killed a couple of seraphim, and before that he’d fought the feral seraphim who’d been corrupted by the evil eggs of Kalaziel’s minions. Most of those people had been former Protectors. This was going to look very bad for him.

      He needed someone to advocate for him. He reached for Gaviel’s corpse. Darren needed to cast Resurrection on the dead man before it was too late.

      But Horon pointed his sword at Darren when he moved. “I sense a skill brewing within you. You will not defile a Protector’s remains in my presence. If you hope to transform his soul into a minion of yours to aid your escape, know that I will strike you down.”

      “I am bringing him back to life.” Darren continued channeling his Resurrection ability. The only way to prove what he was saying was by doing it, and once Captain Gaviel was alive again, he could explain everything.

      “So be it!” Horon said. His brows drew tight with anger as he saw Darren desecrating the body of his fallen subordinate. He lunged forward like a fencer, springing off his back heel with incredible speed and force. Trapped in a tunnel as he was, Darren hardly had any room to dodge. He’d have to meet the attack head-on.

      He was afraid to risk Melancholy against whatever weapon the Prime Saint wielded, so he drew his new sword, Inevitability, and held it edge-first to intercept the blade. The ground cracked beneath Horon’s feet, and a spiderweb of cracks spread out in all directions.

      When the tip of Horon’s sword met Inevitability’s edge, Horon’s sword exploded in a shower of Divine Aura and broken metal. The shards of metal shredded Darren’s Protector’s uniform, leaving him bare-chested. Wind whipped through the tunnel, sweeping in Darren’s direction with the force of a storm at sea. The effect tousled his hair, and sweat gleamed off his brow from the effort.

      Horon withdrew as quickly as he attacked. He looked Darren up and down, and a look of annoyance crossed his face for an instant.

      “I will not have you duel me at a disadvantage,” Horon declared. He reached behind his back and pulled on the straps there, and suddenly his armor fell to the ground beside him, leaving him just as bare-chested as Darren. “There. Now the two of us are on even footing, and my honor is satisfied.”

      Horon reached for a pouch at his hip. From it, he withdrew another sword identical to the one Darren had just destroyed. He tried his thrust again, and Darren blocked it just like the first. But this time, he used Fists of Peace to sweep Horon’s footing out from under him as he tried to retreat. Against the Fifth-Order seraph he’d fought before, this had been enough to end the fight. But Horon was in another league. He sensed Darren’s trap before it was sprung, and in all the futures Darren explored with his Oracle Sight, not once did his sword find flesh.

      The two probed one another several more times, neither willing to fully commit. Between the two, Horon was faster and stronger, but how long could he keep up the fight? As the battle wore on, Darren’s unique skills would make his power grow even greater. Could this Prime Saint say the same?

      It was looking like he’d find out.

      Darren realized he would have to be the one to strike first blood. Perhaps then the Prime Saint would finally be willing to negotiate. He drew Melancholy, pressing it into his other hand. His sweat-slickened palms gripped the familiar metal easily, and his heart beat faster in his chest than it had in a long time.

      He thought he was prepared for anything, but when Melancholy lit with a brilliant white glow, he was surprised. He was so concentrated on any unexpected moves from Horon that he hadn’t expected any from Ashe.

      Divine Aura swirled on an empty patch of ground in front of him, and Horon instantly materialized an energy shield to defend himself against this unknown attack. But this was no attack.

      Ashe manifested her humanoid body, shining wings spreading from one wall of the tunnel to the other before she folded them around herself. She opened her eyes and met his gaze, and her bright expression met Horon’s wary eyes.

      A moment later, Horon’s eyes lit with recognition, quickly followed by shock.

      “By the Heaven beyond the Heavens... Ashe? What are you doing here?”

      Ashe smiled in reply. “Hello, Horon. It’s been a long time.”
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      By her mere appearance, Ashe had quickly diffused what had been about to become a life-and-death battle between Darren and Prime Saint Horon.

      “How are you here? I thought you were destroyed, and your remains corrupted into a demon?” Horon asked.

      “For a time, I was a demon. But Darren here cured me. Well, mostly. I have to use his sword for my body because my true body is in Kalaziel’s clutches, along with the bulk of my old power,” Ashe explained.

      Horon looked at Darren with new eyes. “You can heal someone corrupted by the Lady of Darkness? How remarkable. What realm are you from, warrior?”

      Darren didn’t really know how to answer that question. He shrugged. “I was born in Whiteguard, but I call Limedeep home.”

      Horon’s brows scrunched tight. “Whiteguard? Limedeep? But those are both in the Sacred Seas.”

      Darren nodded.

      “Darren is from the Sacred Seas, though he spent a lot of time fighting demons in the Seven Hells,” Ashe explained. “If you’ve been watching the mortal world over the past year, you’d have heard of him.”

      Horon grimaced. “I’m afraid there has been far too much going on in the Heavens to divert my attention to mortal matters. Doubly so now that the ophanim can’t be trusted to be impartial. I suppose I will have to take your word that he is indeed from the Sacred Seas, not that such origins change much if he allies himself with Kalaziel. He has many exceptional human subordinates, as of late.”

      Ashe shook her head. “Darren doesn’t work for Kalaziel. Far from it. In all the Sacred Seas, you’ll find no mortal man who’s caused our wayward brother more trouble than Darren Heavengrace.”

      Horon’s eyes lit. “Heavengrace, you say?”

      Darren nodded.

      Ashe continued to speak with Horon, and eventually, the Prime Saint put away his sword. Darren did the same a moment later, and the two of them shook hands.

      “You fight well,” Darren said.

      Horon smiled. “And your pectorals are quite impressive for a mortal. Very defined. If our fight had been recorded, I’m sure it would fetch hundreds of thousands of views from adoring ladies everywhere.”

      “...Thanks?” Darren wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that. While he was no stranger to female attention, he’d never gone searching for it. He had enough women as it was.

      Ashe blushed. “...Yeah... if it was recorded... I’m pretty sure I saw someone by the tunnel exit recording everything, so if you see a video online, it definitely wasn’t me.”

      “Wait, and you didn’t tag me?” Horon looked aghast, while Darren looked confused.

      “Anyway!” Ashe abruptly turned to Gaviel on the ground. “Darren needs to bring this guy back to life before he’s dead for good. Please don’t interrupt him while he uses his resurrection skill.”

      Darren raised Captain Gaviel from the dead. He sat upward, wheezing and coughing as he fought to steady himself.

      When he opened his eyes, he became even more confused than Darren was. Around him were piles of debris, several dead seraphim, his shirtless boss, another Prime Saint chatting next to him, and a man who looked familiar but felt entirely alien to his senses.

      Darren realized he hadn’t bothered to put his seraph disguise back on after his fight with Horon, and now that his identity was out in the open, there seemed little point in it anymore.

      “W-what did I miss while I was unconscious?” Gaviel asked.

      Darren didn’t bother correcting him. Coming back from the dead was stressful enough, and he found it better to allow most to think they’d merely been asleep.

      He quickly summarized what happened for Gaviel. “People died. Horon showed up. I’m a human.”

      Gaviel pinched his temple between his fingers, holding back a headache. “Huh?”

      Darren’s usual succinct and to-the-point method of storytelling just left Gaviel more confused. Ashe ended up having to explain the whole story from the start again, at which point things finally started making sense for the formerly dead Protectors’ captain.

      “By the deepest pits of the Seven Hells, you’re a human?” Gaviel gaped up at Darren.

      Darren nodded.

      “Huh. If I’d known you were angelically challenged, I wouldn’t have been so hard on you during recruitment.” Gaviel shrugged.

      Darren gave him a wry smile in return. They both knew Darren was the one who would have come out on top during their sparring session.

      Horon helped Gaviel to his feet. He nodded in Darren’s direction. “Do you trust this man, now that you know the truth about him?”

      Gaviel grinned and clapped Darren on the shoulder. “Human or not, this man saved my life. If I didn’t trust him with that after, what kind of seraph would I be? Besides, I gave him a Protector’s badge from my own hand. That means something to me.”

      “And to me as well.” A friendly smile crossed Horon’s face, and he took Darren’s hand in his own. “And any foe of Kalaziel’s is a friend of mine. I’m sorry I drew my sword on you.”

      Darren returned the handshake. “And I as well. Though I would still like to spar with you.”

      Horon laughed. “When Kalaziel is behind bars, I’ll gladly take you up on a friendly match. But to that end, there is much to do. I hear you, and Captain Gaviel came all the way to see me with important news on that front.”

      Gaviel’s smile fell. “Yes. Grave news indeed.”

      “Then let’s not speak of it here in the streets. Return with me to my manor.” Horon took flight. Ashe returned to Melancholy, and Darren and Gaviel followed behind the Prime Saint.

      Only then did Darren and Horon think to look for Commander Thorn. During the fight between Darren and Horon, the battered and wounded seraph stopped playing dead and started running for his life. His bag of holding was gone, and he was no doubt hiding somewhere to lick his wounds. Finding him would be next to impossible. Darren promised himself Commander Thorn wouldn’t slip away the next time they crossed paths.

      Horon’s home was every bit as impressive as Darren expected. The Prime Saint of Honor clearly cared for his appearance, and his manor was every bit as elegant as the man himself.

      Rows of bushes stood perfectly straight, without a single leaf out of place. The cobblestones were artfully worn, too much so to have occurred through natural use. The smooth sheets of wood resembled the timber-heavy look of the Eastwood Kingdom, and combined with the variety of trees, it gave the entire manor an air of bountiful natural splendor.

      The three of them landed in an open area on the manor’s top floor, likely designed as a landing spot.

      “I, Horon, have returned!” Horon announced upon landing at the steps of his own home. If anyone was supposed to answer the bold declaration, they remained silent.

      Horon fetched a key from his belt and opened the door, letting his guests inside. They followed him through several spacious chambers that looked like they were designed for ballroom dancing or large gatherings. Many paintings and sculptures adorned the walls, striking a careful balance between displaying wealth and not being overly showy.

      “Sorry, normally I have some servants here, but you know how it is. It’s been quiet lately, so I’ve given them some extra time off,” Horon explained as they entered the kitchen. He pulled a lever, and water poured out of a tap, which filled a bucket of water that he used to make some tea.

      “Never cared for servants myself,” Gaviel said as he took a steaming-hot cup of tea. “If I wanted someone in my house, I’d woo myself a woman. Something which I could definitely do if I were so inclined. I’m just currently focusing on work, that’s all.”

      “Of course.” Horon gave Gaviel an even smile.

      They settled down, and their voices turned to grimmer topics as he went through what Darren had found. He started with the ophanim. That much at least had already reached Horon’s ears through the words of his other Protectors’ captains.

      “Explaining what Kalaziel has done to the ophanim has already won many Fifth-Order fighters to my cause. The ranks of the Protectors have swelled as of late,” Horon explained. “But I can see in your eyes that you have more to tell me.”

      “Aye.” Gaviel took a grim sip of tea. “Grim things are afoot. Let me tell you about what Darren here found in the woods outside of Calabor. The Protectors might be getting new recruits, but someone’s trying to thin us down. They’ve got these egg things they’re using to make our people turn feral after capturing them.”

      Darren produced the egg he’d found as Gaviel continued the story. He pulled out a few fragments of the larger egg as well, adding details whenever Gaviel missed something.

      As Gaviel spoke, Horon’s face turned from intrigue to disgust to horror, and finally to rage. The dainty teacup he held between thumb and forefinger shattered in his grasp, splashing hot tea over his lap that went entirely unnoticed.

      “I see...” Horon’s knuckles went white as he clutched the broken shards of the cup. A human’s hand would have been cut to ribbons by the jagged shards, but Horon didn’t even notice until he went to take another sip of tea and received a mouthful of ceramic.

      “Things are grave indeed...” Gaviel summarized.

      “To call this grave is to call cancer a cold. This is worse than grave. It’s a calamity.” Horon stood, eyes on the nearby window. “Come with me. You must present this testimony before the other Prime Saints. You will lay these crimes of Kalaziel out before the council of Prime Saints. With your testimony, I’m certain they’ll be forced to act.”
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      Darren, Gaviel, and Horon hashed out a brief plan. Darren would stay back. Having a human in their midst as powerful as Darren would take a lot of explanation and would probably take a council meeting on its own, and Horon thought it wisest to cut straight to Kalaziel’s crimes. To do anything less would be risky, and he was already pulling as many favors as he could to gather the other Prime Saints on short notice.

      The Prime Saints’ usual gathering place had an otherworldly feel to it. It was located at the top of a tall mountain on the northern side of the city, and the sheer cliff faces along the entire rim of the mountain meant that it would be inaccessible without wings.

      The building was little more than a plaza with a roof, serving as a wide open chamber visible from the city below. The Prime Saints wished to hide nothing from their kin, so any who looked could see when a meeting was being held.

      The plaza itself was made of shimmering glass that left the sunlight streaming down to illuminate both the tight ring of chairs and the steps behind it for whatever spectator was willing to brave the harsh conditions on this mountain peak to watch this important gathering.

      All the chairs but one were simple affairs. They were hewn of stone and built into the floor and seemed like blocky, uncomfortable things. Whoever had built this meeting place hadn’t had long debates in mind.

      The only chair of note was one that stood taller and larger than the rest. That was a throne fit for a king, though Darren couldn’t quite name why he thought that. There were no gemstones embedded in the stone nor any gold adornments on display. Besides a single extra step of height and a slightly taller back, it looked the same as all the others.

      But there was a certain presence to it all the same, like someone powerful had spent many hours there, and countless eyes had cast looks of reverence in its direction. There were royal thrones in the mortal world that did not have the presence of that simple seat.

      Winged figures drifted down one after another. Most had only one set of wings and were Fourth-Order seraphim merely gathering to see what the Prime Saints planned to discuss on such short notice.

      Others had two, and Darren did his best to blend in with them. He wrapped himself in his own aura, disguising himself as a seraph once again to watch the proceedings.

      But the seraphim who caught the eyes of all onlookers had three sets of wings. These were the Prime Saints, and every one of them was a marvel to behold.

      Horon was first to show up since he had called the meeting to start with. His shining armor and brilliant wings shone in the late afternoon sunlight, long hair whipped backward in the wind. In the mortal world, he’d look like a chivalrous hero stepping straight out of myth and legend.

      The next to arrive was an older figure with a long, gray beard that reached past his waist. His back arched with age, but he looked no less imposing for it.

      “Kothar’wa, it is good to see you! I should have known the Prime Saint of Craftsmanship and Hard Work would be first to arrive,” Horon grinned.

      Kothar’wa nodded in Horon’s direction, withdrew his three sets of wings, flopped down in a seat, and then pulled out a book. Without saying so much as a word, he ignored everyone and everything around him as he flipped through pages one after another, reading with supernatural speed.

      Next to arrive was a woman of astonishing beauty. Her bright green hair stretched past the small of her back, flowing like waves of silk behind her. Her gossamer clothes were paper thin, and they barely concealed the pale skin beneath them. A crown of golden roses wrapped around her brow, and a red gemstone rested in the center of a choker about her throat.

      “Synthia, it is always a pleasure to run into the Prime Saint of... ahem... Intimate Romance...” Horon shrugged sheepishly. “How are the other Prime Saints treating you? I know you haven’t been with us long.”

      Synthia laughed. “You can say it like it is, Horon. I’m the Prime Saint of Sex. People like to dress it up, but that’s how it is. Just like how you call yourself the Prime Saint of Honor when really you’re the Prime Saint of Noble Deaths and Self-sacrifice.”

      Horon’s mood turned sour, despite the bright smile of the beauty standing before him. “Honor is important to me, title or not.”

      “Yes, of course, dear,” Synthia rested a delicate hand on Horon’s shoulder. “But Kalaziel claims honor as one of his aspects as well under his title of Prime Saint of Valor. It’s best if you give up on it.”

      Synthia took a seat, leaving Horon silently fuming.

      [That’s the lady who stole my old manor!] Ashe fumed within Melancholy. If she had a body, she’d be glaring at Synthia with all her might. [Asuriel said she dresses up and pretends to be me while filming racy videos on my bed!]

      “We will avenge your bed,” Darren promised in a hushed whisper.

      Several other Prime Saints arrived, one after another. Each of them stood proud and unique among their peers. Most seraphim were the picture of perfect human health, and they appeared at whichever age they thought suited their temperament best.

      The Prime Saints were all that, but a step further. Those who were tall among them were extremely tall. The beautiful, astonishingly so. The fiercest of them had a face that would scare away wild animals with nothing more than a glare.

      "Variel, Iliana, it's good to see the two of you. I suppose that's everyone who we can expect to show up, yes?"

      The newcomers were the last pair of Prime Saints. Variel was a strong and proud man who gave off an aura of a furious bonfire. Iliana had the faint undertones of harp to her presence. Given time, Darren would be able to guess at their aspects.

      All told, there were seven Prime Saints gathered, though most of the seats remained empty. Darren knew one of those seats had to be for Kalaziel, but what of the others?

      Ashe answered the unspoken question. [I suspect a few failed to show, but it looks like there aren’t as many Prime Saints these days as there used to be. I know the war did a number on us, but I would have thought more would have risen up by now. It isn’t like we pass away from old age.]

      “It looks like we’re missing a few people, including Kalaziel,” Synthia yawned. She lounged sideways across her chair, hair draping over one end and kicking her feet across the other side, much to Kothar’wa’s annoyance next to her.

      “Kalaziel won’t be coming since this meeting is about him. There are a few other faces I hope to see, but we’ll have to make do without them,” Horon explained. “Today, I come to bring before you testimony of heinous crimes. Kalaziel has exploited mortals for his own gain, collaborated with demons from the depths of the Seven Hells, corrupted the thoughts of the Ophanim, and even taken action to seize control of seraphim in the heavens themselves!”

      Synthia frowned. “These are serious accusations. Where is the proof to back up such bold claims? I know you’ve had no small amount of jealousy for Kalaziel’s position in the past.”

      Variel and Iliana cast a glance at one another, and Iliana whispered something under her breath.

      Horon smiled. “Protector Gaviel, please step forward.”

      What followed was a lengthy exposition of all the evidence Darren had gathered. The recordings Ashe and Asuriel had taken from Whiteguard were presented and shared. That was enough to make Kothar’wa close his book and set it aside. Several of the others had gone from lazy, bored expressions to leaning forward with a lot more interest. Synthia wore a scowl on her face, and her fingers ran across the ruby-red gem embedded in her choker.

      When Gaviel moved on to the evidence he and Darren had collected on the ophanim, those interested faces became disturbed. And when Horon spoke of what he did to the Protectors, a few were ready to jump to their feet and take action.

      Darren felt his heart pounding faster. Would the other Prime Saints take action against Kalaziel? He’d never dared to hope such a thing would happen. He’d always thought that any justice brought would have to come from his own hand. Was this really all that was needed from him?

      What would he do after Kalaziel was dealt with? He could spend his days lazing about the Sacred Seas, surrounded by all his companions. Cassandra could have that child of theirs they wanted. He could be a father and raise a family. And perhaps a few years later, when he started to grow bored, he could explore those lands outside the Sacred Seas.

      He could picture himself adventuring for the fun and excitement rather than the desperate need to survive and protect what he cared about. It would be a good future.

      “And that is why Kalaziel has broken countless laws of the heavens,” Horon concluded. “We cannot allow him to continue. Join me, my brothers and sisters. We will apprehend him and demand he answers for his crimes, as well as put an end to the nefarious deeds being committed in his name at this very moment.”

      “Action should be taken.” Kothar’wa stroked his beard and nodded in agreement. “Normally, this task would fall upon the Lord of Light.”

      A sly grin slid across Synthia’s face. “Then why not wait for his decision? I’m sure he’ll return to resolve this, so there’s no need to do anything. And if he doesn’t show, surely it’s because he’s already decided that Kalaziel has committed no crimes against the heavens. Therefore, there was no need to call this meeting at all.”

      Horon’s face darkened, and his eyes darted around the edges of the chamber. The Fourth and Fifth-Order seraphim gathered to watch the proceedings and saw the logic in Synthia’s words. Why hadn’t the Lord of Light taken action if Kalaziel’s deeds were as bad as Horon claimed?

      “You know as well as I do, Synthia, that waiting for the Lord of Light is not an option,” Horon replied.

      Synthia’s smile widened.

      [What a dirty trick! Dirty, evil vixen!] Ashe muttered in Darren’s head.

      Darren nodded silently in agreement. Ashe was right. This Synthia was dangerous, considering the hints Darren had picked up on. The Lord of Light, Laura’s heavenly equivalent, was dead and not in a position to do much of anything. Darren still wasn’t entirely certain of the hows and the whys, but he knew enough to be worried.

      The problem was that the bulk of the seraphim in the heavens didn’t know that. They simply thought the Lord of Light was too busy to make his presence known. For beings as long-lived as the seraphim, a few decades in isolation away from the public eye wasn’t too strange. The Prime Saints had been willing to keep that illusion up for now, for there would no doubt be chaos once word spread of his death.

      Darren watched doubt flash across Horon’s face. He could almost sense what the frustrated Prime Saint was thinking. Perhaps it was time to abandon the ruse.

      “We cannot wait for the Lord of Light to take action on our behalf this time,” Horon said.

      Synthia continued to smirk. “And why’s that? Have you been hiding something from the people of the heavens, Horon?”

      Horon took a deep breath, eyes gleaming as he prepared to answer honestly. But Darren wasn’t the only one to realize what Horon was about to say.

      “Synthia, let us desist with these questions. The Lord of Light is very busy, and we should not disturb him,” spoke a fierce-looking Prime Saint with a hawk-like nose. Though he was addressing Synthia, his eyes were locked on Horon. The message was obvious. Publicly revealing the Lord of Light’s death or disappearance would likely lose him the help he was trying to gain.

      Synthia huffed as the other Prime Saints nodded in agreement, but with an uptilted nose, she voiced her agreement. “Very well. We shall assume the Lord of Light is too busy to deal with a matter as small as these allegations against Kalaziel. But tell me this, why are we holding Kalaziel’s character for trial while the man himself is absent? Isn’t that a bit unfair? If you’re going to throw accusations at him, Horon, he should at least be here to defend himself.”

      Horon’s face darkened. “Don’t make light of the evidence I’ve brought before this council! Kalaziel has corrupted millions of innocents for his personal gain!”

      Synthia rolled her eyes. “They ended their mortal lives. It’s not like their souls were destroyed. One could even say they’ve risen to a higher plane of existence now that their souls are in the Seven Heavens.”

      “He corrupted the ophanim and perverted their natural disposition.”

      Synthia scoffed. “He didn’t do anything. The human souls did it when they ascended to the heavens.”

      “He created magical objects to inject those souls into my Protectors, turning them insane, no doubt with the plan of eventually making them his own loyal servants!”

      Synthia shook her head. “And all we have is the proof you brought with you. Everyone here is aware of your vendetta against Kalaziel. How do we know you didn’t plant this evidence and sacrifice your Protectors yourself? This could all be a ploy to turn the council against Kalaziel.”

      Horon’s glare at Synthia could light water aflame. Such was its intensity. Slowly, he replied, “You have my word. As the Prime Saint of Honor, that should count for something.”

      Synthia smiled. “The Prime Saint of Noble Deaths and Self-sacrifice, you mean.”

      Horon’s fingers twitched. A man with less self-control than him would already have his sword in hand. He visibly fought to calm himself, then pointedly ignored Synthia and looked at the rest of the Prime Saints.

      “Now comes the time to ask the rest of you how you stand.”

      Kothar’wa was the first to stand. “Horon’s words have merit. We should launch a full investigation to confirm his findings.”

      Synthia glared at the bearded older seraph, but Kothar’wa ignored her.

      Horon frowned. “While I am more than happy to have my findings confirmed, there is no telling how much harm could be done between now and then. We should act to contain Kalaziel now, then perform our investigation after.”

      “You simply want to see Kalaziel behind bars!” Synthia shook her fist in Horon’s direction. “I won’t stand for it. Anyone who plays along with this farce is no friend of mine. Or of Kalaziel’s.”

      “Of course, I want to see him behind bars!” Horon shouted in reply. “Look at the harm he’s caused! And the devices he’s crafted! How can these be anything less than a betrayal of all the tenets we Prime Saints are expected to uphold?”

      A tense moment of silence passed between everyone gathered in the room. The Prime Saints looked one another over, gauging the opinions of their peers without making their own known. The Fourth and Fifth-Order seraphim didn’t dare to even breathe, such was the tension in the air.

      “Shall we vote then?” Kothar’wa suggested.

      “All in favor of investigating Kalaziel for the crimes presented to us by Horon?” Kothar’wa raised his own hand. Horon joined him.

      None of the others raised their hands. Darren’s heart sank. That was a bad sign.

      “All opposed?” Synthia raised her hand. She glared at a few of her peers, and eventually, one other joined her.

      Kothar’wa frowned. “Three of you have made no vote. What is your decision?”

      The three undecided seraphim looked at one another and shrugged. Eventually, Iliana spoke for them all. “We are abstaining. We will take no stance in this matter. In fact, I think it is best for the three of us to leave immediately.”

      “This matter concerns the safety of the Seven Heavens and all the mortal lands we are charged with safeguarding!” Horon slammed his fist against the arm of his chair. “You can’t simply abstain!”

      But the three neutral seraphim were firm in their decision as they shook their heads.

      Variel flapped his wings contemptuously. "This seems like a personal issue, and I don't want to get involved."

      “What, are you afraid of Kalaziel?” Horon demanded. “He may be more powerful than most, but certainly not as strong as all of us. Stand by my side, and I swear no harm will come to you.”

      All three shifted awkwardly in their seats. Synthia looked on smugly. “Now, who’s the one trying to intimidate the newer Prime Saints, Horon? No wonder you were so quick to throw such accusations at Kalaziel. You are the pot that calls the kettle black.”

      “It seems we’re at an impasse...” Kothar’wa shrugged. “If the council is undecided, we can take no action.”

      [Darren, let me out.] Ashe said. [I can break the tie.]

      Darren felt his heart tighten in his chest. “Is that wise?”

      Ashe was still at a mere fraction of her old strength. Without a real body of her own, her abilities were limited. Darren had been reasonably confident he could fight his way free and escape from Horon, but this situation was entirely different. There were six Prime Saints all gathered here. Would his aura disguise even hold up under such scrutiny?

      [I will try to keep the attention off you.] Ashe promised.

      “But what about you?”

      [Please trust me.]

      Darren found he did trust Ashe. And so, with a sigh, he released her.

      Divine Aura swirled in the stands, drifting out of the stands. Several people stood up in alarm, but Horon recognized the power and held up a hand.

      Ashe’s body formed, settling into one of the empty seats. She opened her eyes and crossed her legs, leaning into the chair as though she’d been sitting in it the entire time.

      “Apologies for my tardiness. I vote we apprehend Kalaziel.”
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      Everyone was shocked by the sudden appearance of another Prime Saint, from Prime Saints to bystanders. Horon was the least startled, and he quickly worked to hide his surprised expression.

      “Good of you to join us, Ashe. It’s been a long time since you’ve attended one of these meetings, hasn’t it?” Horon spoke as pleasantly as if they were simply talking about the weather.

      Ashe shrugged. “Ten centuries or so. It’s hard to keep track. I see a lot of new faces around the table.”

      “Ashe, you’re not a demon?” Kothar’wa stroked his beard as his brows furrowed so deep they nearly split his forehead in two.

      “Rumors of my fall and subsequent demise were greatly exaggerated.” Ashe looked out over the gathered seraphim around her. She locked eyes with Synthia. “And I hear someone has been abusing my manor.”

      Synthia shifted awkwardly, looking beaten for the first time during the entire meeting.

      The other Prime Saints glanced at one another. They looked like each of them felt like they should say something, but with Horon acting so normally, and Kothar’wa joining him a moment later, they found it hard to protest.

      And so, despite the looks of shock on the faces of every seraph present, Ashe slid into the meeting like she’d always been there.

      “Now, as I was saying, Horon’s evidence has merit to it. I know this firsthand, since I’ve been on the lousy end of Kalaziel’s schemes myself. He’s stolen something very precious to me, and I would like to have it returned,” Ashe continued. “So let’s proceed with the investigation.”

      Kothar’wa nodded. “Very well, Ashe. It is good to have someone from my generation of Prime Saints back among us. Besides Kalaziel, the others have all since left to tour the lands abroad. We will have to reminisce about old times at some point.”

      Ashe returned Kothar’wa’s pleasant smile. “Are you still trying to brew divine wine? I remember you going on a trip of your own to find the grapes.”

      “Figured that out centuries ago. If you’d like, I have a few bottles with your name on them.”

      “That sounds wonderful--“

      Synthia finally recovered from the shock of an unexpected Prime Saint suddenly appearing and sliding into their council like she’d always been there. She jerked a finger in Ashe’s direction and scowled.

      “I don’t believe you’re the real Prime Saint of Purity! You’re an imposter!” Synthia shouted.

      Ashe crossed her arms. “Ask me any question then, and I will answer honestly. Kothar’wa knows me well enough to determine if I’m who I claim to be.”

      Kothar’wa let a smile touch his lips. “What was the name of the family I helped found during my mortal days?”

      “An easy question. The Heavengrace royal family of Whiteguard, of course,” Ashe replied.

      “Correct.” Kothar’wa turned to Synthia. “Few would know that little fact about me. I’m inclined to believe the real Ashe sits before us.”

      “I have met Ashe recently and know this one to be the real one,” Horon added.

      Synthia scowled. “I’m not satisfied with a test of knowledge. I desire a test of strength. Let’s see if she’s really a Prime Saint.”

      Darren’s nerves needled at him. This was exactly what he’d been afraid of. Ashe couldn’t fight a Prime Saint alone, not in her current form. Inside Melancholy, she could take a hit from one, but if she returned to his sword to fight, everyone would know something was wrong. She needed to look like a perfectly healthy ancient Prime Saint from long ago.

      He met her gaze, and she let her eyes flick across his for a brief instant. He sensed her anxious confidence. Ashe knew how important this was just as much as he did. He wondered if he should step in and help somehow, but something in that gaze of Ashe’s told him to wait. He remembered her words.

      Trust me, Darren.

      And so Darren trusted her.

      “Very well then, Synthia. Take however long you need to. Let’s see what the new generation of Prime Saints is capable of.” Ashe wore a confident smile, despite Darren’s worries.

      Synthia snorted. “It’s your funeral. Don’t blame me if you die for good this time.”

      She pressed her hands together, and Divine Aura swirled in the air, all of it tinged a passionate pink color. She spread her hands, and a bow appeared in her hands made of the same bright color. An arrow formed on the drawstring, swirling with brilliant Divine Aura.

      People in the crowd gulped. Though she had the looks of a damsel in need of protection, Synthia was a Prime Saint. Her power eclipsed that of even the strongest Fifth-Order seraphim. That one arrow held enough power to slay entire armies or fell ferocious demons capable of trampling an entire city to death. Her hands held back the string, arms shaking with strain despite the superhuman power in her divine limbs. Poised to strike, she looked more alluring than ever.

      She let go of the string, and the pink arrow flew forward. While Synthia channeled her power, Ashe leaned back in her chair with her eyes closed as if she couldn’t be bothered to erect any defenses at all against the incredible attack aimed right for her heart.

      But the moment Synthia released her arrow, Ashe exploded in a fountain of Divine Aura gushing in all directions. The light the Divine Aura radiated was utterly blinding, and all the seraphim watching with bated breath could see nothing but the flash.

      When the light faded, Ashe was still unharmed, sitting in her chair. The arrow continued on behind her and struck a nearby mountain, cracking it in two and sending huge piles of stone tumbling downward. A few of the seraphim watching the Prime Saints flew off in a hurry to mitigate the damage from the landslide. The rest gawked and stared at Ashe, who’d effortlessly deflected Synthia’s arrow.

      “Now, as I was saying,” Ashe continued as though nothing had happened. “I vote we investigate Kalaziel for crimes against the heavens. That makes the vote three to two, and we have the majority.”

      “I’ll hear no more of this!” Synthia stood from her chair and stormed off, leaving seven Prime Saints remaining. She flapped her wings, disappearing over the mountain’s edge and vanishing in a huff.

      Many turned to look, but Horon cleared his throat to get their attention again. “Now that our decision is clear, let's get down to business. We’ll want to freeze all of Kalaziel’s assets at once...”

      Horon went on to explain the plan that he, Darren, Gaviel, and Ashe had devised. The rest of the crowd was still shaking their heads in wonder.

      Darren smiled to himself. He knew the trick Ashe had used. The Divine Aura she released wasn’t meant to do anything but blind her viewers. Her body really had been destroyed by that arrow. She just reformed it before the light faded, so it looked like she emerged unscathed. It was a neat trick, and it was one few would see through.

      Looking at the Prime Saints, Horon wiped his brow in relief, and Kothar’wa was the only one grinning. He knew what Ashe had done, but he wasn’t going to explain it. The rest of the council remained oblivious. Ashe had passed both of Synthia’s tests with flying colors.

      Horon, in particular, seemed overjoyed. Meeting the other Prime Saints had gone as well as he could have hoped, and assuming nothing unexpected happened, he’d have everyone else on board to fight Kalaziel at his side. Kalaziel was strong, but against all the other Prime Saints in the Seven Heavens combined, even he wouldn’t stand a chance. Darren grinned to himself. Maybe Horon could convince the others to let him get a few swings in.

      But just as he was thinking about how to celebrate, he felt a gnawing deep in his guts. Something wasn’t right.

      He sensed the feeling growing stronger, and he realized it wasn’t feeling. It was a presence. One he’d felt before.

      Darren wasn’t the only one to sense the last Prime Saint who had yet to appear. On their own, the presence of every Prime Saint was awe-inspiring. But there was a certain depth to Kalaziel that Darren hadn’t noticed until he compared him to his fellows. Just that feeling alone was all it took to know that Kalaziel was a cut above his kin.

      “What’s all this I hear about an important meeting without me?” Kalaziel asked, though the cold gleam in his eyes that locked right on Horon said everything. He knew exactly what this was.

      His golden armor gleamed in the afternoon light, and his mace hung limply along his hip. Synthia stepped out from behind him, concealing a smirk behind her hand. Darren silently groaned. No wonder she’d left in such a hurry. When she realized she couldn’t turn the vote in favor of Kalaziel, she fled to get the man himself. Darren would have been willing to bet that Kalaziel had listened the entire time through that little ruby around Synthia’s neck.

      Synthia glared at the three neutral Prime Saints who’d refused to vote before. “I told you you’d regret not listening to me...”

      Iliana took a step back, and Variel crossed his arms before also putting some distance between him and both groups. The remaining Prime Saint realized the other two neutral parties were edging away and crept back to get clear as well.

      The three of them looked at one another, then to Horon. The Prime Saints were weighing their options. The three of them had hoped to remain neutral by refusing to vote, but now they were being dragged into this dispute, whether they liked it or not.

      On one side stood Ashe, Kothar’wa, and Horon.

      On the other stood Kalaziel and Synthia.

      Synthia was a newer and weaker Prime Saint, but Kalaziel was as old and powerful as they came. Kothar’wa was just as ancient as Kalaziel, but his focus had never been on combat. He might match Synthia, but Horon couldn’t match Kalaziel alone.

      Their eyes locked on Ashe. Her power was truly the determining factor. If she could hold her own, then her side would surely win. After her earlier display of power, it looked like the neutral Prime Saints were willing to put their trust in her and were edging toward Horon’s side.

      But then Kalaziel struck.

      “Brothers and sisters, stand with me,” Horon urged the three neutral Prime Saints. “Show Kalaziel that you will not be intimidated!”

      But those three neutral seraphim weren’t the only ones to identify Ashe as the lynchpin in their deadlock. Kalaziel saw her as well.

      “Well now, isn’t this an unexpected surprise...” Kalaziel’s eyes ran up and down Ashe’s form. He didn’t look at her so much as look through her. That one look told Darren that the trick Ashe had played on Synthia wouldn’t work on Kalaziel. After all, Kalaziel had been the one who killed her and tore out her heart with his own hands. If any knew her true state, it was him.

      “Stand down and submit to the will of this council, Kalaziel!” Ashe crossed her arms, putting on a brave face. The three neutral Prime Saints slowly nudged closer to her side.

      But a smile split Kalaziel’s face, and his hand darted for the mace at his hip.

      “How about this!” The mace head exploded into dozens of spinning blades. Most hurled themselves directly at Ashe, though a few spun off for Kothar’wa and Horon to keep them from defending Ashe.

      Ashe’s body exploded into Divine Aura. She tried to reconstitute herself, but Kalaziel was on top of her already. From the bag of holding at his waist, he withdrew a copper sphere, this one slightly oblong. It was a twin to the device he’d used to harvest Ashe’s soul the last time he killed her. And now that Darren was seeing it intact again, he realized many of the symbols and patterns along the copper sphere were identical to those on the eggs he’d found. Kalaziel was using these creations to imprison souls of all sorts and use them to his own ends.

      “It’s a trick, you fools!” Kalaziel snorted as he stood amongst Ashe’s dispersed Divine Aura. “This Ashe is a fake. She barely has the Divine Aura of the Fifth Order. She must have found a way to reconstitute herself when I killed her demon form.”

      “Kalaziel...” Iliana began. “We don’t wish to break the long tradition of peaceful meetings here on the summit. Perhaps we can--“

      “Stand over there by Synthia. Just keep out of my way. I can take care of these two on my own."

      Reluctantly, Iliana and Variel took a step back toward Synthia. The third neutral Prime Saint disappeared without a trace after seeing which way the winds were blowing.

      Horon drew his sword, and Kothar’wa reached into his bag of holding and withdrew a large hammer. The fight began in an instant, too quick for mortal eyes to follow.

      They clashed, Kothar’wa’s hammer meeting Kalaziel’s mace haft. The two matched blows and glares momentarily, but Kalaziel pushed, and golden light swirled all along his body. He shoved, and Kothar’wa toppled backward.

      That might have been it for Kothar’wa if it wasn’t for Horon drawing his sword behind him. He slashed at Kalaziel twice over, each time going for Kalaiziel’s throat.

      But the Prime Saint of Valor was no easy foe. Darren knew that firsthand. He slipped aside each of Horon’s sword strokes. He slipped past Horon’s defenses with his empty hand while the other held his mace and forced Kothar’wa to his knees.

      He grabbed Horon’s sword by the hilt and wrestled with Horon for control of his weapon. Despite using two hands against one, Horon had a hard time keeping hold of his weapon.

      “Don’t just stand there!” Horon yelled to the three neutral Prime Saints. “Now is your chance!”

      But Synthia drew her bow. An arrow appeared on the string in her hand, and she glared at the three neutral Prime Saints.

      “Kalaziel, Horon, and Kothar’wa have a dispute, so they should solve it on their own, don’t you agree?” she flashed a smile that was full of teeth and empty of mirth.

      Variel and Iliana looked between Kalaziel, Synthia, Horon, and Kothar’wa and shrugged their shoulders helplessly. Now that the odds had turned against Kothar’wa and Horon, they planned to be on the winning side.

      The bystanders who’d been watching a meeting not long ago only now realized a fight had broken out between the Prime Saints. Darren wasn’t sure who screamed first, but panic set in moments later. Most of the seraphim fled in all directions. The less smart ones just put a little distance between them and the platform to watch from afar.

      But Darren had other plans. He’d heard Horon’s call for help, and while his fellow seraphim might not lend a hand, Darren would. Mere moments had passed since the battle began, but he was already armed and charging to join the fray.

      Synthia turned her bow on Kothar’wa. As tempting as it was to throw himself against Kalaziel, Synthia was closer, and between the two, he suspected she was more likely to be caught by surprise. He needed to take her out of the picture quickly.

      He turned, swinging his sword wide at the back of Synthia’s head.

      [Ha, take this!] Ashe laughed from within the sword, still smarting from her verbal battle with Synthia and more than happy to turn it into a physical one.

      Darren pulled Melancholy from his Inventory, lashing out with a mighty swing. But Synthia was a Prime Saint with many abilities up her sleeves, and one of them warned her of Darren’s approach.

      She turned, loosing her arrow at him instead of Kothar’wa. Darren turned his swing early, bringing Melancholy’s edge up to deflect the shining bolt of energy.

      He hoped Melancholy would absorb the power in the arrow, as it did for equivalent attacks of the demonic aspect. But the Divine Aura in that arrow was too great, and much of the power was still released in an explosion of force when it touched Melancholy’s side.

      Darren ducked his head just in time for a whirring mess of energy shrapnel to fly, soaring off into the distance. He retaliated before the dust had even cleared.

      Synthia was still trying to charge another arrow when he was on top of her. Darren had fought archers before, and their weakness was always the same. Once he got in close, they were in trouble.

      But Synthia knew that too. Otherwise she would have never survived to her current realm of power. Just when Darren thought he had her, she vanished from sight and reappeared on the other side of the mountaintop platform.

      “You’ve really screwed yourself over now!” Synthia cursed. “Don’t you see what you’re getting into? Be smart and run away like all the other Fifth-Orders!”

      Darren ignored her taunting. He wasn’t going to run at a time like this.

      He closed the distance between him and Synthia in a flash, but by then, she had another arrow ready. He focused on it with Oracle Sight so he would know where it would go and dodged accordingly, but when he did so, the arrow swerved to attack his new position.

      Their next few clashes were a game of cat and mouse. Darren hunted Synthia, and she shot arrows at him. Every time he closed the distance, she would pull back again to put more distance between him and her.

      Darren would have been content to feel her out a while longer and test his skills against hers, but nearby Horon and Kothar’wa were just barely holding their own. He needed to end his fight with Synthia quickly.

      [I’ll help!] Ashe promised.

      Darren voiced silent agreement and then prepared to hit Synthia with everything he had. Fists of Peace rose up to bind her in place, but Synthia slipped through them easily like before.

      This time, though, Darren reached into her body and gripped the Divine Aura that she was made of. He pulled on that aura, disrupting Synthia’s control for just a fraction of a second. That was all the time he could buy against a Prime Saint, but it was long enough for Synthia’s eyes to fill with panic.

      She resorted to that teleportation ability that was proving so much trouble for Darren, and that’s when he struck. He’d been hoping to save Skill Shattering for Kalaziel’s restoration skill, but he would have to use it here and now.

      Synthia tried to dodge, but Darren crushed the ability before it could complete, aided by the fraction of a second of additional time Synthia had to spend casting it.

      Then a beam of glowing white light shot out of Melancholy, fired by Ashe. Synthia’s eyes were truly full of terror now, and she doubled over backward to duck out of the way.

      But every attack until now had merely been to force her into this position. Darren released Melancholy, letting Ashe guide the sword with bursts of Divine Aura from both ends. His new sword, Inevitability, emerged from his Inventory and appeared in his hand. He swung it, and its tip caught seraph flesh at last.

      Synthia wasn’t built for close combat since she was a ranged fighter. Still, she was a Prime Saint, and against any other sword, she would have been able to shrug off the blow. But not against Inevitability, a legendary sword from the Lord of Light’s own armory.

      Synthia staggered backward as Darren sliced her stomach open. She fell to her knees, eyes wide and fearful.

      “W-what? How?” she gasped. Her eyes were wide and frightened, and her chest heaved. The low cut of her dress put her luscious breasts on display, and she pressed her hands together beneath them to enhance the effect.

      Darren hesitated momentarily, but she never lived to hear him reply. Ashe unleashed another burst of white light, this beam even more powerful than before. It surrounded Synthia’s body entirely, and when the light faded, she was nothing more than a cloud of Divine Aura drifting on the breeze.

      [Hmf. That’s what you get,] Ashe huffed.

      If this were any other time, Darren would have been excited to have bested a Prime Saint at last. While Synthia was newer and weaker than the others, she was still a Prime Saint, and defeating her was a mark of his growing abilities.

      But now he had something far more important to take care of, and that something was Kalaziel.

      Darren charged him, sword still dripping with golden seraph blood. The other three Prime Saints hadn’t even finished reeling in surprise at the sudden appearance of someone who could kill a Prime Saint. Darren felt several identification skills boring into him. He’d replaced his aura distortion with his cloak because he’d need full control over his Divine Aura to fight like he had, but even the Cloak of the Mysterious Hero couldn’t hold up to so many powerful identification abilities.

      “Wait a moment, that’s no seraph!” one of the three neutral Prime Saints said.

      “What kind of ally has Horon brought into the Seven Heavens’ most sacred halls?” another demanded angrily.

      Darren dodged the swirling maces drifting around Kalaziel’s back to protect his flank, aiming to strike as deadly a blow as he could manage. He expected Kalaziel to turn to face him, but Kalaziel ignored Darren entirely and focused on Kothar’wa.

      The Prime Saint of Craftsmen and Hard Work was on his last legs. Golden blood oozed from his ears, nose, and the corners of his mouth. He wore a scowl on his face as even he and Horon combined failed to take on Kalaziel. The Prime Saint of Valor was proving a far stronger foe than either could have imagined.

      Melancholy skewered Kalaziel straight through his back and into his heart. The shining golden armor put up stiff resistance, but Darren threw all of his strength and skill behind the blow. He was shocked he’d actually managed to land the attack, since Kalaziel had to have sensed him coming.

      But then he realized why Kalaziel had let the blow land. He’d sensed weakness, and like a shark smelling blood, he tore into Kothar’wa. The Prime Saint of Craftsmanship and Hard Work gasped his last breath as Kalaziel’s mace swept through the air where the top of his head had been moments before. Golden blood and bright white light flew everywhere as a second Prime Saint died in as many minutes.

      “No!” Horon yelled as he watched Kothar’wa collapse and die. Darren felt just as much pain in his chest, for he’d already used his Resurrection ability on Gaviel earlier. The Prime Saint who’d taken their side was gone just like that.

      The golden light enveloped Kalaziel, concealing him from view completely.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      Prime Saint Kalaziel has used the legendary skill Divine Restoration. He has been restored to peak fighting capability.

      You have been afflicted by Blinding Radiance. You have been afflicted by Smite.

      All your physical senses have been disabled. A cloud of lightning will hover over your head, periodically shocking you until it is dispersed.

      

      Kalaziel drove Horon and Darren back with the sheer force of his many powerful abilities. Darren recognized most of them. He’d chosen Skill Shattering specifically to shut down Kalaziel’s Divine Restoration skill, but he’d been forced to waste it dealing with Synthia instead. Now it and so many of his other skills weren’t available when he needed them.

      And as though to make matters worse, a familiar voice arrived and pointed his sword at Darren. His armor was still battered and dented from where Darren had bested him before, and there was still lingering evidence of his earlier wounds.

      It was Commander Thorn, beaten and bruised but far from dead. And now he was hungry for a rematch against Darren. Only this time, he brought friends.

      Behind him, dozens of Fifth-Order seraphim hovered in the air, all of them armed for battle. The seraphim who’d stayed to watch the fight now realized the gravity of the situation. This wasn’t just a fight between Prime Saints. It was a battle for control of the entirety of the Seven Heavens.

      Worse, it was one Darren didn’t think their side could win.
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      “There he is! The cretin who attacked me! Now he’s attacking Lord Kalaziel,” Commander Thorn shouted as he pointed his sword at Darren.

      Fury burned in his eyes, barely concealing his lust for vengeance. Darren had humiliated him in their last fight, and he planned to erase all memories of that battle by taking Darren’s life.

      Gaviel flapped his wings, putting distance between himself and Commander Thorn. He’d lost to the commander once, and now the commander had a small army at his back. Meanwhile, Darren and Horon shot each other a look.

      “Go!” Horon shouted. “I’ll hold them off.”

      Horon’s true title flashed in Darren’s eyes. He was the Prime Saint of Noble Deaths and Self-sacrifice. If Darren fled with Gaviel, this was the last he’d ever see of Horon. The man would no doubt hold his own, buying just enough time for Darren and Gaviel to escape. And then, after giving it his all, he would die.

      “No,” Darren replied. “Go with Gaviel. I will fight Kalaziel.”

      “This isn’t the time for shows of heroism!” Horon yelled. “Run!”

      Darren placed a palm on Horon’s chest and shoved with all his might. The Prime Saint went soaring backward over the edge of the mountain. He steadied himself next to Gaviel, and the two seraphim cast Darren anxious looks over their shoulders.

      [They’re leaving,] Ashe said. [I don’t know how you got through to him, but you did.]

      Kalaziel looked at Commander Thorn, and his new followers then jerked his chin in Horon and Gaviel’s direction. “Follow him.”

      “--But...” Commander Thorn protested but was silenced with a single glare.

      “This one is mine,” Kalaziel declared as he faced Darren again.

      “Yes, Lord Kalaziel,” Commander Thorn replied before flapping his wings. He and his followers took off after Horon and Gaviel.

      [They’ll get away,] Ashe promised. [They already have a head start, and Horon is about as fast as they come.]

      Darren smiled. He’d saved those two, at least.

      “You know, I’ve never had to kill someone twice before.” Kalaziel hefted his Diamondrazor Mace. The cutting shards circled him before rejoining the shaft and forming the completed weapon once more.

      “You haven’t killed me yet,” Darren replied.

      The two warriors glared at one another for a moment. One was an ancient seraph who fashioned himself a king. The other, a young man raised in darkness, now a king who fashioned himself a warrior. As each met the other’s gaze, Darren sensed something he never would have expected from Kalaziel.

      There was a sliver of respect in his eyes. That wasn’t something he’d shown Kothar’wa or Horon.

      He sensed Darren’s gaze and smiled.

      “You know, your father was the only man I ever truly respected.” Kalaziel shook his head with wistful admiration. “He was a good man.”

      Darren’s grip tightened around Melancholy. “Then... why?”

      A thousand questions bubbled up from those two words. Why had he attacked Darren and his mother? Why was he trying to destroy the heavens from within?

      Kalaziel shook his head. “You’re just a child. Worse, a human child. I don’t expect you to understand when I couldn’t even make my kin realize the terrible danger we are in.”

      “Explain,” Darren demanded.

      Kalaziel chuckled. “This world is vast and full of terrors, the likes of which would shatter your mortal mind with a single glance. The might of the Lord of Light is all that stands between what you know and that darkness. With your father dead, we are more vulnerable than ever before. Someone must fill that void before the outside world senses weakness. You’ve seen the other Prime Saints, and not one of them is up for the job. And so I must claim it by any means necessary.”

      “You killed nearly everyone in Whiteguard,” Darren growled. While Kalaziel talked, he worked to undo the lightning cloud and the passive effects clinging to him. Giving the Prime Saint of Valor time to gloat gave Horon and Gaviel more time to get away and gave Darren more time to study and overcome his abilities.

      Kalaziel shook his head. “No. They gave their lives willingly for a greater cause. I shared a glimpse of the terror that awaits us with your mortal priests, and their terror was great enough to drive so many mortals to give their lives in defense of the future and their way of life. Besides, I promised them a better life here in the heavens, and that is exactly what I will provide for them.”

      “You are forcing their souls into unwilling seraphim and ophanim,” Darren accused.

      “They are opening the eyes of the blind. Besides, a single mortal soul does not contain the power to remain stable here in the Heavens. I will give the power and bodies of the ignorant over to those who deserve it. Never let it be said that I don’t do right by those loyal to me.” His eyes darted up to meet Darren’s. “As for attacking you and your mother, after the Lord of Light’s death, you were a variable I couldn’t allow to continue. There was no telling what chaos someone like you could wreak upon my plans. And it seems I was right. I had to pull all of my assets from the mortal world thanks to your actions.”

      Darren shook his head. “You made me your enemy. Not the other way around.”

      He wasn’t going to let Kalaziel claim Darren was the one picking this fight.

      Kalaziel chuckled. “That’s the trouble with prophecies, isn’t it? They so often become self-fulfilling. Perhaps I would have been better off just ignoring you. Or maybe you’d have become a thorn in my side even then. Between you and me, I think you were destined to oppose me, no matter what.”

      Darren felt his grip tighten on his sword again as he sensed a slight change in Kalaziel’s stance. There were more questions he wanted to ask, but Kalaziel was done talking.

      And from the racing of his own heart, Darren realized he was as well.

      A moment later, he charged. He led with Melancholy, though he wouldn’t keep Ashe with him much longer. He couldn’t risk losing her to Kalaziel if the fight ended before he had time to return her to his Inventory.

      Kalaziel was ready for him. Melancholy met Kalaziel’s Diamondrazor Mace. Before, that weapon had been too strong for Darren to touch, but Melancholy had grown just as much as Darren had, and it cut a deep notch against the handle of Kalaziel’s mace. A few more slices like that, and he’d cut the top off the weapon entirely. Not that it mattered much when the deadliness of that weapon had more to do with its razorblade-like gemstones whirring through the air.

      They circled around Darren, worming through his defenses. But that was what Inevitability was for. While it would have been nice to cut Kalaziel’s weapon in two with his new legendary sword, it was more important to disable it. And that was just what Darren planned to do.

      He swept Inevitability straight through three flying gemstones. The glowing blue light that animated them winked out as he cleaved them in half, and the broken shells dropped to the ground, utterly useless.

      Kalaziel grimaced at the sight. The mace looked to be a favorite weapon of his, but if he used it to fight Darren, it likely wouldn’t survive the battle.

      “You’re a troublesome one...” Kalaziel muttered as he jumped back. He released the mace, and it flew to his belt and attached itself of its own accord. Two new objects flew into his empty hands, one a sword as large as Melancholy and the other a shield that glowed with brilliant golden light.

      Darren had seen neither weapon before, but he suspected Kalaziel might have some new toys if Commander Thorn had Inevitability. If they cracked open the Lord of Light’s personal armory, Kalaziel had no doubt taken the best weapons for himself.

      And he hadn’t seen fit to draw them yet, even against Horon and Kothar’wa. Only now that he was facing Darren did he unleash them.

      

      Sword of the Setting Sun (Legendary)

      
        	From the Lord of Light’s personal armory, this sword was obtained during his adventures to distant lands. It was forged by a pantheon of ancient mountain gods as a reward for a favor the Lord of Light did for them.

        	Each swing of its sword severs fate itself, defying prophecy and reality manipulation skills. Wounds dealt with by the Sword of the Setting Sun cannot be healed except by death, and at its touch, all bindings come undone. The sword’s effects grow more powerful the greater blows its partner shield absorbs.

      

      

      Shield of the New Dawn (Legendary)

      
        	Also from the Lord of Light’s personal armory and forged by a pantheon of ancient mountain gods, this shield defends against all attacks by altering fate itself so that each blow is perfectly deflected.

        	Each blow blocked charges the shield to greater levels of power. This power can be utilized to reinforce the shield or to empower the Sword of the Setting Sun.

      

      

      Darren grimaced when he saw the power of the items. Both of them were Legendary, and the two were a set. He’d never even known such a thing was possible before.

      But Darren himself had two legendary swords, so Kalaziel’s new weapons wouldn’t win this battle on their own.

      They clashed again, using nothing but pure swordplay. Darren was wary of charging that new sword and shield set with anything too powerful while he was probing Kalaziel’s defenses, and Kalaziel wasn’t pushing to end the fight quickly.

      Melancholy’s edge met the Sword of the Setting Sun three times as quick as a blink. The earth cracked beneath them, and the sound of their clash was less like ringing metal and more like a song sung by fairies of silver and glass.

      There was an unseen melody to the legendary weapons striking one another, made all the greater by the deadly dance of the master warriors who wielded them.

      Kalaziel had by far the most experience, but Darren had fought seraphim with experience before. What made Kalaziel different was he had just as much talent as Darren did.

      He stood as imperious as a mountain fortress. His defenses were impregnable, and he could lash out with impunity. Both of them knew it, and so Darren had to dance around his swings.

      He could cut through Kalaziel’s defenses with his attacks, and he wasn’t willing to unleash his skills quite yet. But perhaps, like a clever thief in the night, he could slip through the fortress gates unnoticed.

      So he focused his efforts on getting around that shield. It wasn’t a large thing. The golden plate barely covered half of Kalaziel’s body, and it was a far cry from the massive towering things Sasha often fought with.

      But somehow, it was always just where it needed to be, no matter what angle Darren attacked it from. When he attacked from above, the natural motion of Kalaziel’s arm carried it into the perfect position for his sword to glance off its side. When he attacked from below, the shield dropped off of its own accord to catch his incoming attack.

      Only by striking with both swords at once did he have any chance of getting by. For all its powers, the Shield of the New Dawn couldn’t be in two places at once.

      But that was easier said than done, for the Sword of the Setting Sun was always moments away from taking Darren’s life. Only his years of experience kept him alive.

      Each time he dodged Kalaziel’s sword, he did so by only a hair. Each time he blocked it, he had but a moment to breathe before he had another attack coming for him.

      Darren’s passive skills came to his rescue. He activated those that weren’t active already. They kept him superhumanly quick, and his Oracle Sight, in particular, helped mitigate the fate-altering effects of Kalaziel’s sword and shield.

      Unfortunately, their abilities also meant that his Oracle Sight was useless, and he nearly lost an arm when his skill told him Kalaziel was going to pull back, but instead, he lunged forward. If Darren had ever grown too dependent on his Oracle Sight skill, he would have lost the fight then and there. But he’d never put all of his trust in it, and the moment his senses deceived him, he changed course and rolled out of the way.

      They clashed again, and again Darren tried to pierce Kalaziel’s defenses. But try as he might, he couldn’t get through. He couldn’t blame the legendary sword and shield either, for against any lesser opponent, Darren would have been able to slip past anyway. But from start to finish, no matter how Darren tested his defenses, Kalaziel didn’t make so much as a single mistake. He was a true master, and Darren hadn’t been pressed so hard in a fight in years. Not the Archdemons in the Fifth Hell, not the armies of demons at Salsroth, and certainly not Gaimon in Limedeep.

      His blood pounded in his veins, and sweat beaded on his brow. The lingering testaments to his humanity were distractions Kalaziel didn’t have, but they didn’t slow Darren in the slightest. On the contrary, with every blow exchanged, he began to grow all the more vicious. He wasn’t sure if it was the adrenaline or the new experience, but felt like he was a markedly better fighter than he’d been when he and Kalaziel had first crossed swords moments ago.

      But Kalaziel kept pace with him all the while, no matter what Darren tried. Swordsmanship alone would never win him this fight.

      It was time to stop holding back. Darren had never expected to be able to fight this ancient seraph with nothing but his swordsmanship. They weren’t guardsmen with nothing but their swords to battle with. Each of them was just as much of a master of Divine Aura as they were of traditional weapons.

      Their passive skills were already active, but now Darren started bringing the rest of his abilities to bear to break open Kalaziel’s impenetrable defenses.

      He activated Fists of Peace as a distraction. The phantom hands of light reached up to grab at Kalaziel’s arms and legs. Divine Energy constructs formed in the air, taking the shape of thousands of arrows all hurtling toward Kalaziel. He used Soul Weaving to disrupt Kalaziel’s control over his own aura, and he swept his sword through the air using Dimensional Rift.

      Every attack landed at once, and every attack failed as Kalaziel countered them. Darren had memorized most of the abilities from their last fight. Starlight Phantom turned Kalaziel into pure light for a moment, letting him move and reappear elsewhere.

      Darren’s Dimensional Rift tore open a rip in space leading down to one of the lower heavens where Kalaziel had been standing moments ago, and he barely had time to divert his Divine Energy arrows before they flew through the rift and struck the helpless seraphim below.

      Kalaziel used Blinding Radiance again, and Darren was blinded once more. He felt something hot and bright draw a searing line across his chest. That was likely the edge of Kalaziel's Sword of the Setting Sun. His bare skin sizzled under the effect, as Kalaziel’s sword ability to sever all bonds had long since tattered his armor and shirt to shreds.

      When the light finally faded, Kalaziel’s entire body was cloaked in shining golden light. That was his Radiant Armor skill. The cloud over Darren’s head formed again, meaning Kalaziel had activated Smite once more.

      The air turned hot enough to boil the sweat off Darren’s brow, and the earth turned against his feet. He was forced into the air when it tried to wrap around his feet.

      He flew upward, burned and blinded. That had to have been his Blinding Radiance skill. When Kalaziel’s Blinding Radiance skill finally faded, he began his attack anew.

      The ring of legendary weapons was joined by the cacophonous blasts of skills, each more devastating than the next. The sacred hall of the seraphim, which Prime Saints had gathered and met in for countless millennia, shattered into pieces and toppled down the mountainside chunk by chunk.

      The three neutral Prime Saints had long since fled to put some distance between themselves and this fight. Each of them was no doubt focused on securing their own assets and subordinates. Change was coming to the heavens. After the events of this day, there was no stopping it.

      “You know, if I just had a little longer, I could have done this peacefully!” Kalaziel shouted at Darren from the mountaintop below. “I wouldn’t have had to kill Kothar’wa! That’s your fault.”

      “You made this bed,” Darren snarled. He slashed down at Kalaziel from above. “Not me. You will lie in it.”

      A dimensional rift opened up beneath Kalaziel’s feet, and after a brief look, Kalaziel ducked through to the other side. He unhitched his mace from his belt and started attacking Darren with the flying diamonds attached to it. If Darren wanted to retaliate, he had to follow Kalaziel through the rift. He emerged on the other side and was promptly ambushed by a sudden swing thrust right for his heart, but Darren had expected the attack and had already crafted a dozen Divine Energy constructs to make stabbing him a little harder.

      Their attacks met, and Darren used Dimensional Rift again. Their fight took them to one of the wild regions of the Fourth Layer of the Heavens, where their fighting caused even more devastation. Wild beasts scattered in all directions as trees, earth, and stones all shattered in the aftermath of the battle.

      When some of the local Protectors were headed their way to investigate, Darren opened another dimensional rift and dove through it. This one took them to the Third Layer of the Heavens, where Darren and Kalaziel battled again. Once more, Darren fled, and once more, Kalaziel followed him. The Prime Saint would neither take a blow nor let Darren land one of his own. At this rate, the fight would last days.

      Was Darren willing to risk his own power reserves against Kalaziel? He had no shortage of Divine Aura, but Kalaziel’s well of power seemed just as bottomless.

      Their fight lasted hours, and to Darren’s continued surprise, Kalaziel didn’t show the slightest sign of slowing. If Darren let up for even a moment, Kalaziel would be on top of him, ready to deal the first and final blow.

      Darren had to jump, dodge, duck, and weave constantly. His body was covered in a thousand tiny cuts from narrow dodges and close escapes. Against an ordinary sword, these cuts would have long since healed. But that Sword of the Setting Sun would not be so easily foiled.

      But for all his many cuts, Darren didn’t have a single blow against Kalaziel to show for it. He didn’t understand how the Prime Saint of Valor had such deep reserves. Not when Darren had skills meant explicitly to enhance his Divine Aura capacity and efficiency. Kalaziel was one realm higher than him, but that was his only advantage.

      Unless...

      Darren put distance between himself and Kalaziel, eyes focused as he activated Absolute Analysis again.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Identity Analysis

      
        	Kalaziel, Prime Saint of Valor. (Sixth Order, Heavenly Throne Candidate)

      

      

      The addendum to Kalaziel’s order was something Darren had never seen before. What did it mean?

      Absolute Analysis didn’t leave him wondering for long. Focusing on it for a moment had Absolute Analysis offering an explanation.

      

      Heavenly Throne Candidate Kalaziel

      Prime Saint Kalaziel has begun the process of bonding to the Heavenly Throne. His powers have reached a new level, and when the bonding is complete, he will have reached the Seventh Order. The Seven Heavens can currently support one entity at the Seventh Order, currently reserved by the Heavenly Throne.

      By forming a connection to the Heavenly Throne, Kalaziel may access all the Divine Aura of the Seven Heavens. Upon fully bonding the Heavenly Throne, his power will be dramatically enhanced whenever within the domain of the Sacred Seas or its associated pocket dimensions.

      

      Kalaziel noticed Darren staring at him and smiled.

      “So, you finally see? You’re wiser than the other Prime Saints, I’ll give you that. But I suppose that’s to be expected from the son of the Lord of Light. I’ll have to keep an eye on your soul after you die. There are ways to wipe away all mortal memories. When I come into my true power as the next Lord of Light, perhaps I’ll make you useful to me at last.”

      Darren stared silently at Kalaziel in reply. He’d been growing more powerful with every passing day since he’d last crossed blades with Kalaziel. But it had never occurred to him that Kalaziel might be doing the same.

      “This fight has done a lot to help me adjust to this new power, and for that, you have my thanks,” Kalaziel chuckled. “It isn’t enough to compensate for all the damage you’ve done, but I’ll make your mortal death swift when the time comes. My spies tell me you’ve mastered a peculiar series of skills that make you remarkably difficult to kill. For now, though, I’ll leave you with this parting gift. You will be the first of my new domain to experience the true power of the second Lord of Light!”

      Darren braced, expecting the worst. But after his bold declaration, Kalaziel did nothing. He just stood there with his arms crossed as he glared imperiously at Darren.

      Just when Darren was about to shrug and wipe that smug smile off Kalaziel’s face with his sword, he felt it. A tingle ran up his spine, and soon that tingle flowed through his entire body. Everything felt wrong, as though the very air itself was rejecting him.

      He pulled Melancholy into his Inventory, not wanting to risk Ashe in the face of whatever this attack was.

      The clouds parted high above him like there was some unseen explosion high above. They flew outward, joining together in seven concentric rings, all circled right above Darren.

      The sun shone down through the hole in the center of the clouds, though Darren was certain it had been in another location moments ago. The light was blinding, but glancing up at it, he realized there was a figure standing within it. It was Kalaziel, gazing down at him with the same imperious expression his real body wore.

      A beam of golden light shot down from the sun, wide enough to engulf the entire city of Limedeep in a single blast. Darren’s heart pounded at the sight of the incoming blast. There was no elegance or skill in that attack, just overwhelming energy.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      
        	Heavenly Purification (Legendary)

        	The Beam of Heavenly Purification, channeled through the Heavenly Throne, purges all entities not aligned with the caster. When used against seraphim, it will remove all negatively aligned souls, weakening the seraph struck proportional to their hatred for the caster and creating a new positively aligned entity.

      

      

      Darren wasn’t sure what that beam would do when it struck a human, but he was certain he didn’t want to find out. He needed to move.

      Then the earth rumbled. The mountain beneath them shattered, and from the broken cracks, two enormous hands rose up from the earth, each a copy of Kalaziel’s. They were sculpted from a patchwork of earth and stone, mimicking the pose his true body made on the ground below. The enormous hands blotted out the sky as the beam of golden light shot down from above, and the combination of attacks closed in around him from all directions. There would be no dodging this through normal means.

      Darren sliced the air. This was exactly the reason he’d picked up the Dimensional Rift skill. If he couldn’t dodge this attack through normal means, he’d simply sidestep it by slipping into an alternate dimension.

      But the rift didn’t open to one of the lower heavens like he expected. Instead, he was once again greeted by Kalaziel’s smug, smiling face and yet another beam of golden light. Darren cut another dimensional rift open again and then another, each time being greeted by the same thing.

      His mind went back to what he’d learned. So long as Kalaziel controlled the Heavenly Throne, it would be his domain. He needed to cut a path to the Sacred Seas or to the Seven Hells, then he would be safe.

      Unfortunately, luck wasn’t on his side, and all three of the rifts Darren cut open led to other regions in the Seven Heavens, all of which let in more light from the beam in the sky. Grimacing, Darren braced himself. It looked like he was going to take this attack head-on, after all. He created construct after construct of Divine Aura, pulling everything that wasn’t of immediate use to him into his Inventory.

      He didn’t think this body would survive the incoming attack, but Darren had never been one to lie down and die. But there was one thing he was certain of. This was going to hurt.
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      Darren wasn’t sure what had happened when the attack landed. His body tingled all over, and it felt like his body was being torn apart piece by tiny piece. He felt something pulling at his mind, and for the first time since obtaining his multiple bodies skill, he’d felt genuine fear. What if this ability could change him on a fundamental level, destroying what made him himself?

      That had been exactly the type of ability he’d been worried about facing, and now it seemed that his worst fears had been realized.

      But just as suddenly as the attack began, it ended. His consciousness drifted through each of his many spares, all of them inspecting themselves and verifying that he still felt like himself. Nothing seemed off about him to himself, though he planned to get a second opinion from each of his women at the first opportunity.

      When his fear finally subsided, it was replaced by frustration. Here he’d been thinking he’d been rapidly closing the power gap between him and Kalaziel. All the while, Kalaziel was stretching himself toward an ever-greater realm of power. When Kalaziel reached the Seventh Order, no place in the Sacred Seas would be safe.

      The only thing Darren could think to do would be to flee. There was something outside the Sacred Seas that Kalaziel was afraid of, so if Darren left, he doubted Kalaziel would be willing to leave to pursue him.

      How many of his women could he bring with him?

      Morgana, Asuriel, Ashe, and Sasha would come without a second thought, of that he was certain. But Cassandra had spent so long building her merchant company. It would pain her to abandon that and start over.

      And Thalia was the Empress of the Blackwind Empire. How could she pack her things and leave?

      Come to think of it, he was the King of Limedeep and Whiteguard, as well as a lot of other places. A lot of people were counting on him. If he fled the Sacred Seas, he’d be disappointing them all.

      No, he couldn’t let that happen. He wouldn’t force his women to choose between their homes and him. He wouldn’t be forced to choose between staying or dying. He would find a way to defeat Kalaziel, no matter how powerful he’d become.

      An hour passed, and he felt his senses in the heavens returning to him. Strange sensations had been coming from his body there the entire time, and it took him a while to figure out what it was. Though his body had been destroyed, the part of his soul that had been controlling it remained. It felt strange and warped thanks to Kalaziel’s beam, but with his other bodies healthy and whole, he could reach into it and correct the imbalances.

      What Kalaziel’s Heavenly Purification beam had done to him hadn’t been what it was supposed to do. Darren’s soul wasn’t like those of the seraphim. While they were made of thousands of souls conjoined and working in tandem, Darren had just one enormous soul filled with tremendous power. Kalaziel’s attack had targeted his soul directly, but there had never been a human soul in the Fifth Order before, let alone one of Darren’s capabilities. If that beam had persisted a while longer, that fragment of his soul might have been destroyed, but as it was, it was only reduced in power by a realm.

      A Fourth-Order soul was still a powerful thing, even in the Seven Heavens. When he started, he was nothing more than a floating sphere of light, but the more he focused, the better he became at shifting his ephemeral form into something a little more useful. His mind returned to some of the powerful beasts he’d slain as a Protector in the heavens. He’d seen plenty at the Fourth Order that took the shape of giant eagles or fearsome hawks.

      He shifted his spirit to take such a form. It was just in time, too, because seraphim from one of the local settlements were scouring the area as they puzzled through the wreckage that remained from his battle with Kalaziel.

      Soon enough, sufficient time passed for his new Phoenix's Blessing skill to activate. He felt it like a switch in his mind, and when he activated it, his body formed again, battered and weakened but still alive.

      The first thing he did after clothing himself was chuckle to himself. He was harder to kill than even Kalaziel knew.

      His first order of business in the Heavens was to get Asuriel and then contact Horon and Gaviel again. They all needed to know what he’d learned. Kalaziel had become a far greater foe than any of them knew.

      Darren set himself to work in the heavens, but he turned the bulk of his attention back to his original body, which was sitting in the Blackwind Empire’s capital.

      He needed a way forward. He needed a way to defend himself, and what and whom he cared about, from Kalaziel and, if possible, he needed a way to defeat him. The only problem was he didn’t know where to start. But there was someone who would.

      In all the heavens, all the hells, and all the mortal lands that Darren knew of, only one person could point him in the right direction.

      It was time to pay the Lady of Darkness another visit.
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        * * *

      

      Darren had never seen a cook so terrified when he placed his simple request with the palace staff.

      “C-come again?” the cook stuttered. “I must have misheard you.” Her face was pale, and she dabbed at the sweat on her forehead with the corner of her apron.

      “I want you to prepare a gift basket...”

      “Yes, yes, I got that part.” The cook nodded.

      “...for the Lady of Darkness.”

      The cook fainted and collapsed where she stood.

      Darren went through several cooks and servants before finding someone willing to throw something together. He was satisfied with a bottle of wine and some biscuits, but the palace staff was not. The basket had to be woven of strands of silver and gold, and the wine brewed from the most distinguished region of the Sacred Seas. The biscuits were pressed into the decorative shapes of sleeping human babies, and the basket was filled with exotic flowers from the palace gardens.

      Darren thought it was a little much. He was only paying a visit to the queen of all demons. He was a king and an emperor as well, so there was no reason to be too formal with Laura. But apparently, everyone else thought differently.

      “We can’t present anything less than perfection for the queen of the Seven Hells! If there’s even the slightest flaw in the arrangement of the flowers, she might send a plague unto our lands or pestilence unto our fields!” shouted the cook who’d passed out earlier.

      “She wouldn’t do that,” Darren promised, but the cook wouldn’t hear any of it.

      Even Thalia seemed worried.

      “Darren! It’s good to see you again, my beloved husband. You’ve been cooped up while you were busy in the heavens, and it was terribly difficult to avoid disturbing you,” Thalia said. “You have to tell me how your adventure is going there. But first, what’s all this I hear about making a gift basket for the Lady of Darkness?”

      “I’m just going to visit her to ask a question.” Darren shrugged.

      “You’re being serious?” Thalia’s face paled. “I need to get Cassandra on this. The Blackwind Empire may not be able to prepare something suitable on our own.”

      Despite Darren’s assurances that he was just dropping in to say hello and ask a few questions, Thalia and Cassandra were insistent on preparing a gift fit for royalty. Actually, now that he looked them over, the gifts he’d received as the King of Limedeep had been a pauper’s bobbles compared to the thirteen wagons full of exotic food, materials, and naked women adorned in gold and fine gemstones.

      “You don’t need human sacrifices,” Darren assured them.

      “All these women are patriotic citizens of the Blackwind Empire prepared to give their lives and their souls to satiate the Queen of Darkness’ dark desires,” Thalia replied.

      Darren gave her a blank-face stare. “I’ll just bring the bottle of wine then.”

      “Wait! Husband! No!” Cassandra shouted as Darren started walking toward the nearest entrance to the Seven Hells. “Fine! Fine! I will tell the naked women to go home.”

      After paring down the thirteen wagons to a modest single wagon of things Darren thought Laura might think interesting, Darren headed off into the Seven Hells. Cassandra and Thalia would have started adding things if he’d stuck around any longer, so he made himself scarce.

      The walk through the Seven Hells was surprisingly quiet. He still had forces stationed here to train, so he should have expected the upper layers to be far quieter than he ever remembered, but it was still very strange.

      He would have welcomed a demon attack around now, as it would have given him a chance to work out his frustrations. But he wasn’t so lucky.

      He descended deeper, passing through Asura City. The garrison was a fraction of what it had been the last time he was here, since he recalled most of his forces to the surface to help him conquer the entirety of the Sacred Seas back when he thought he was preparing for a final battle against Kalaziel.

      There were still enough people to guard the city, though, and there were still demons to kill, though not nearly as many as there used to be. Humanity had well and truly conquered their way through the Seven Hells, and so long as the Prime Sins stayed where they were, things were liable to stay that way.

      He used Laura’s secret back entrance to bypass the lower layers, as the Fifth and Sixth layers probably still had a sizable demonic presence. They were still rebuilding after Darren’s last rampage through that layer, and he wanted to give them a chance to rebuild a little, so they were ready for the next time he needed to complete a demon-slaying quest.

      The door he’d seen last time opened to a long staircase leading down, and when he reached the bottom, he found himself standing in the garden outside Laura’s home.

      Once again, he was reminded of how quiet and cozy the Lady of Darkness kept her home. Horon had a far larger manor than she did in the Fifth Layer of the Heavens. Laura lived in a humble log cabin, and had a small shed off to the side, though both were far larger on the inside than from the outside.

      Darren shuffled back and forth, unsure of how to announce his arrival. Laura had said he could drop by anytime, but it still seemed strange to just show up at the Lady of Darkness’ home unannounced. If she was too busy to see him, what would he do? He needed her advice sooner rather than later. He couldn’t afford to spend ages standing on her porch waiting for her to answer.

      In the end, he decided to just knock on her door. He walked past the cherry trees and knocked on the cabin door, rapping twice in quick succession.

      [Brace yourself for all manner of horrible perversions...] Ashe murmured in Darren’s ear. She planned to stay inside Melancholy in his Inventory but promised to make her presence known if Laura tried any funny business.

      So Darren knocked on the door, rapping twice in quick succession. He didn’t even get a chance to knock a third time before the door swung open.

      “Darren! Back already?” she asked. “I was certain it was going to be another decade or two before I saw you again. Come in. I’m baking pies.”

      She twirled around, tight-fitting apron clinging to her stomach all the while. The outfit she wore beneath it would be hard-pressed to count as underwear on the surface. The springing material clung tightly to her shapely legs, and her shirt showed off her midriff. Now that he thought about it, he saw similar clothes in the Heavens and figured it was a style choice of ancient ancestral humans. Perhaps the men of ancient days had trouble getting aroused if all their women had to dress like this to catch their attention.

      Whatever the explanation, Darren happily followed her into the kitchen, where he couldn’t help but notice she already had a second plate laid out in the same chair he’d sat on before. They ate, chatted, and laughed a bit when Darren presented the gifts Cassandra and Thalia had told him to bring.

      “Why are all the cookies shaped like sleeping babies?” Laura asked.

      Darren leaned forward and wiped a bit of cherry pie filling off her cheek. “You know, the cook asked me how many mouths you had.”

      Laura groaned. “Oh no, do they think I’m some heaving pile of flesh covered in toothy maws?”

      Darren remained silent.

      “A few centuries away, and my reputation is in tatters...” Laura sighed.

      “Should have seen the sacrifices,” Darren chuckled. He went on to describe the dozens of human women Cassandra and Thalia had prepared for her.

      Laura turned from pouting to blushing to laughing in the span of a few moments. “Maybe you should have brought them. At least then I could send them back, and they could confirm I’m not some sort of creepy tentacle monster like everyone on the surface thinks.”

      Darren chuckled. “I will tell them myself when I return. Perhaps they could help you with your carving hobby.”

      Laura’s cheeks flushed red. Darren had seen her collection of dildos of all sorts the last time he visited her, much to her embarrassment.

      “I know exactly how to carve a dick!” Laura poked Darren in the chest. “Maybe mine are all perfectly normal, and yours just looks weird. Have you ever thought about that?”

      Darren raised an eyebrow, and Laura hung her head.

      “Yeah, alright. I admit, they probably look a little funny.” Laura’s blushing pout soon turned into a quiet giggle, and when Darren joined her with a chuckle, she soon turned to belly-clutching laughter.

      Their voices trailed off, and the pleasantries came to an end. Laura was good at distracting him from things. That was, no doubt, her demonic powers at work. But he had come to visit her with a very specific purpose in mind.

      “You have a very intense thinking face,” Laura commented, popping a fresh cherry into her mouth as she folded her hands and leaned over the table, so she was a little closer to Darren.

      “I didn’t just come to see you,” Darren replied.

      Laura pouted a moment, but soon she was nodding. “I understand. I figured it was something more important than a social visit. What is it? Having trouble reaching the sixth order? Need to borrow an army of demons to conquer the Sacred Seas?”

      Darren shook his head. “Kalaziel is going to take over the heavens, and he isn’t afraid to destroy both them and most of the Sacred Seas to do it.”

      Laura froze. Her expression tightened, and her gaze went distant. Her eyes widened as they scanned invisible images only she could see.

      “Wow, I really have to work on staying up to date,” Laura said. “It looks like a lot of stuff has been happening over the last few days.”

      “You know what happened?”

      Laura flashed a sly smile. “I tapped into the heavens’ ophanim network long ago. So yes, I’m about as informed as anyone in the heavens could be. Plus a little more so. I have access to a few additional sources of information the average seraph might not have. But that’s beside the point. I see now why you came knocking on my door. You need my help to counter Kalaziel.” Her eyes bore straight into Darren’s.

      He returned her intense gaze. “Yes.”

      “I can’t go to the surface. I’m bound by treaty to remain here.” Laura’s lips tightened, and her eyes turned to the tabletop and the bowl of cherries, and the empty pie plate. After pushing the bowl toward Darren, she stood and picked up their dirty dishes. “I suppose you can stay here a while, if that’s what you’re asking for. Even if he reaches the Seventh Order and bonds with the Heavenly Throne, Kalaziel won’t come here. Though I’m not so sure I want to become a boarding house if you plan on bringing all your friends.”

      “No.” Darren shook his head. “I only want your advice.”

      “Well, that much, at least, is free.” Laura dried the dishes and set them aside. “What do you need?”

      So Darren told Laura his view of what had happened and his view of what needed to be done. He was strong, but not strong enough to save what he cared about.

      “In other words, the goal is to be powerful enough to defeat Kalaziel. Nothing else will satisfy...” Laura tapped her chin. “The trouble is the Heavenly Throne is a one of a kind item here in the Sacred Seas.”

      Darren frowned. “You don’t have one of your own?”

      Laura shrugged. “Well... yes and no. I did build something quite like the Heavenly Throne and reworked it plenty. It doesn’t have the same range of control as the Lord of Light’s Heavenly Throne though. While his power grants him preeminence throughout the entirety of the Heavens and most of the Sacred Seas, mine is an item that simply boosts my powers after each... use.”

      For some reason, Laura’s cheeks were covered in a blush identical to the one that had adorned her face when Darren brought up her misshapen dildos.

      Darren furrowed his brows. “Does the item enhance your powers?”

      Laura nodded in embarrassment. “So long as I’m within my domain. It’s a bit like the aspects of the Sixth Order. Only the Seventh is tied to a location. They’re called Genius Loci, and they essentially become the physical manifestation of the spirit energy of an entire area. By controlling one, you get massive boosts to your power reserves and aura control. But again, you have to be at the Sixth Order to make use of one.”

      That fit within Darren’s understanding. Every being in the Sixth Order was a Prime Saint or Prime Sin of something. He figured he would have to do the same to reach the Sixth Order, though there would be differences thanks to his retained humanity. He still hadn’t quite figured out how that would work yet, but he felt like he was ready to take that leap if only he knew how.

      “Is it possible for others to use your item?” Darren asked, already thinking about taking on Kalaziel on his home ground, each of them with a powerful artifact in hand. Channeling the power of the Seven Hells wouldn’t be ideal, but with his purification ability, he could probably make it work.

      [No! Darren, don’t fall for it!] Ashe shouted in Darren’s head. A moment later, Laura concurred with her.

      “No!” Laura jumped in her seat, waving her hands. “You can’t use my enhancement artifact.”

      Darren sagged. “I understand. You have been generous already.”

      “No, I mean, you really can’t use it. As in, it’s not possible for you, and not just because you’re not a being of the Sixth Order with an aspect. It would be anatomically impossible to insert and activate for you. Otherwise, I’d be open to the idea just to teach the Seven Heavens a lesson.” Laura bit her lip, gaze strangely intense as she stared at the table with heated cheeks. “It’s also a bit awkward to fight with it. It took me ages to learn to walk with it in.”

      Darren felt a little comforted by that idea. Laura would be willing to share one of her most precious items of power with him if only it were possible. Granted, their goals aligned, but he was once again struck by how different the Lady of Darkness was in person from what he had expected.

      But then Darren had another idea.

      “You made your item of power, didn’t you?” Darren asked.

      Laura blushed. “Yes, I did.”

      “Could you make another one?” Darren asked.

      Laura’s eyes lit up. “Say, that’s not a half-bad idea. I don’t think it will be as strong as the Heavenly Throne, but that might actually be a benefit as you could bond with it faster. It might even help you reach the Sixth Order since the Heavenly Throne was meant to push a seraph to the Seventh Order. I think you’ll want a different design from what I’ve got, but I have a few ideas in mind.”

      “What do you need from me?” Darren asked.

      “Keep in mind, while this sort of thing would help you bridge that gap between your power and Kalaziel’s abilities, you would need to reach the Sixth Order to use it,” Laura warned.

      “I understand.”

      “Then I’ll need some exotic materials of the sort that you can’t find in the Sacred Seas. I can’t leave this place, so you’ll have to collect them yourself. You’ll need to hunt them down quickly if we are to build this device quickly enough for you to bond with it, reach the Sixth Order, and face down Kalaziel.”

      Darren nodded his agreement, and an instant later, a new quest appeared before him.

      

      New Quest Available!

      
        	Create a Quasi-Genius Loci!

        	Laura is willing to help you, but she needs you to gather the raw materials and meet the minimum requirements to use one.

      

      

      Objectives:

      
        	Obtain a relic of ancient power.

        	Tame the heart of a realm.

        	Reach the Sixth Order.
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      Shortly after receiving his quest and a bit of advice on the Sixth Order and on where to find the quest items he’d need, Darren returned to the surface. Laura was sorry to see him go, but she understood as well as he did that he didn’t have all the time in the world.

      “Darren! You’re back already?” Thalia said upon his return. Her face went pale, and her lips and brows drew tight with concern. “Did the Lady of Darkness turn you away for not bringing enough sacrifices?”

      “No, the gifts were plenty,” Darren replied. “I went there. We talked, and she helped me with a quest.”

      Thalia looked skeptical. “Ashe, you were there. Can you share the details with me?”

      White mist swirled before Darren, and he pulled Melancholy from his Inventory and deposited it on the floor so Ashe and Thalia could talk.

      [The Lady of Darkness attempted to seduce Darren with all manner of peculiar perversions...] Ashe began. [Come, I’ll tell you all about her wicked ways.]

      Darren had important things to do, so he left Ashe to fill Thalia and, eventually, Cassandra in about what happened during his brief trip to the Seven Hells. But in the meantime, he also needed to find Callum, Sasha, and perhaps Cassandra.

      “What do you need, Darren?” Callum asked when Darren tracked him down in the capital of Whiteguard. He and Sasha were helping with the kingdom’s reconstruction effort.

      “I’m looking for the Heart of a Realm and a Relic of Ancient Power,” Darren explained.

      Callum frowned. “Well, if Whiteguard has any, they’d be in the palace treasury or the Heavengrace family vault. I think you’ve already looked through both. But I’ll put the word out through my people. Perhaps some of them know where one might be.”

      Being reminded of the Heavengrace family vault got Darren’s hopes up, but they were dashed again when he walked through it and found nothing to satisfy either quest requirement.

      Afterwards, he hunted down Sasha in the hopes she had some clues.

      “You know, I’ve heard of the city of Marsa having many strange and exotic magical artifacts. They’re not part of the Sacred Seas, but I’ve heard stories from merchants. I’ll ask around,” Sasha promised.

      Darren also set out a quest to all the sigil wielders of his forces.

      

      New Quest Available

      
        	Locate the whereabouts of either a Heart of a Realm or a Relic of Ancient Power.

        	Information leading to the location of either will be heavily rewarded.

      

      

      Darren launched the quest and sent it to everyone while also setting a few of his lower-level clone bodies to searching. Then, with progress being made on that front, he found a quiet place to sit and work toward reaching the Sixth Order.

      He pulled out the book Laura had given him during his first visit to her home, containing all her insights about the Sixth Order. If he was to make use of the quasi-Genius Loci Laura had offered to help him build, he would need to reach the Sixth Order and become capable of using it. Only then would it be able to serve its purpose of helping him fight Kalaziel.

      Darren sat hunched over Laura’s book as he settled in for a long, meditative thought deep within Whiteguard’s deepest chambers. His eyes scanned the neat lines of text, looking for anything that jumped out at him.

      If he was a demon, this book alone would be enough to reach the Sixth Order and become a Prime Sin from his current power level. He had accumulated enough raw aura for the transformation. All he needed was to find a concept that would resonate with the kind of power he wanted to wield. He guessed he had an affinity for bloodshed, and if he were a demon, he might become the Prime Sin of Slaughter or something similar.

      But he wielded Divine Aura, not Demonic Aura, so he had to reverse the advice before applying it to himself. Perhaps there could be a Prime Saint of Slaughter, but that didn’t fit. While Divine Aura could be just as ruthless as Demonic Aura, it was more calculative and less bestial. While the Demonic Aura turned spirits ever more like beasts, Divine Aura turned spirits closer to clockwork machines like the ophanim.

      So, what was the opposite of slaughter? Protection? Guardianship?

      Darren tried out the two concepts for size, feeling each like trying on a new suit before buying it. Neither fit quite right. If he was a protector or a guardian, he never would have left Limedeep. He would have sat there and prepared his defenses and waited for Kalaziel to come to him. Instead, Darren had taken over the entire Sacred Seas. He even ventured into the Heavens themselves to take Kalaziel on there.

      Though he guarded what he loved and protected those he cared about, neither aspect suited Darren well. He was something a bit more active. More aggressive.

      Battle, then? He could be the Prime Saint of Battle. He certainly knew how to conduct a fight and enjoyed completing them. Being the Prime Saint of Battle wouldn’t be so bad, though it felt below being the Prime Saint of Honor, like Horon, or the Prime Saint of Valor, like Kalaziel. Both were wider-reaching concepts than the clash of weapons in large-scale conflicts. Not to mention that Darren fought alone more often than with an army at his back. How many parties needed to duel before a fight became a battle?

      Laura’s book was filled with all sorts of esoteric knowledge about patterns of energy circulation and diagrams of how Demonic Aura should look within a Prime Sin’s body. While informative, needing to translate such things into Divine Aura and guess what changes would be present in his body when he reached the Sixth Order made the process an incredible challenge. It took all of his focus to puzzle through, but pieces slowly started clicking into place.

      He saw how a demon’s aspect related to the boost in their power. His Hallowed Idol skill allowed him to draw power from all those who held reverence for him that bordered on worship. A demon or a seraph’s aspect was the same, but even wider-reaching. They tapped into the very concepts they claimed as their domains.

      Darren was even more reluctant to choose anything but the best aspects. For a while, he suspected an aspect could be shifted or guided to grow over time, but once it was established, he doubted it would be possible to change it. Once he made a decision, he would be stuck with it for a very long time. If he picked a subpar aspect and was unable to defeat Kalaziel, it might be centuries before he could rally his strength to new heights for a second attempt. And there was no telling how much stronger Kalaziel would become in that time.

      He needed something more common than battle. Something fierce and bright that burned within every mortal soul. Not only that but something that resonated deeply with his own soul. He needed something that spoke to him and would provide him with its power.

      What had driven him for so long as that boy lost alone in the depths of the Seven Hells? At first, his mother’s guiding hand had kept him alive, but after she passed, there was one burning desire he remembered creeping into his heart and filling his mind each time he closed his eyes.

      Retribution.

      He wanted to bring justice -- for himself, his mother, his family, and the life he should have had. All of it had been stolen from him, and while he couldn’t bring it back, he could make those who had taken it pay.

      That was why he’d killed Gaimon, and it was why he could never rest easy so long as Kalaziel lived. Whatever the Prime Saint of Valor offered, Darren would never trust him or offer peace.

      Yes, the more he thought about it, the more he realized the title of Prime Saint of Retribution would probably suit him even better than the Prime Saint of Battle. The idea was something to which he felt connected.

      He might actually be able to reach the Sixth Order and become the Prime Saint of Retribution.

      He should have been excited by the prospect, but instead, he found himself growing irritated. He was annoyed that such a thing fit him so well. He didn’t want to represent the concept of retribution, but if it was where his surest path to power lay, then he needed to take it.

      Darren knew he needed to push forward, anyway. Misgivings or not, Kalaziel was coming for everything he cared about. He didn’t have time to second-guess himself.

      He’d been taking notes while reading Laura’s book, and by now, he’d assembled notes of his own in the empty pages toward the back. He scribbled down his own theories on energy circulation, layering in the complexities that arose from Divine Aura interacting with a living human body and not just the soul.

      “Retribution...” he whispered the word, trying to imprint it on himself as thoroughly as his own name. If this worked, it would become part of his name. He would be Darren, Prime Saint of Retribution.

      His aura was steady at first as he whispered the concept to himself. Then, focusing on it, he strained both his mind and his spirit. It was like trying to use an extra limb he was certain should be there but that he’d never used before. All the strain and concentration were making little progress, but then he felt a twitch.

      That was it! All he had to do was push a little harder. Once the transformation began, completing it would only be a matter of bringing the Divine Aura flowing through his body into a stable state reminiscent of the one in his notes.

      He held his breath. Hours passed, and sweat flowed freely down his brow. He held that position for as long as he could, pushing for that last sudden breakthrough.

      But it never came. The feeling of standing on the precipice subsided, and soon it receded entirely. He was merely sitting crosslegged in his room in Whiteguard, covered in sweat and nowhere near becoming the Prime Saint of Retribution.

      He should have been disappointed, but somehow instead, he felt relief.

      Darren wanted to chase that feeling a little longer, but when he did so, he received word from his sigil that someone had completed his quest. He had a clue to the whereabouts of Laura’s items.

      He hurriedly left Whiteguard, tracing the line of Divine Aura that connected him to the person who completed the quest. In a flash, he was gone, flying so quickly that the air trembled in his wake. He followed the tether to the southern end of the Blackwind Empire, where it pointed down toward one of the minor towns on the Blackwind Empire’s southern border.

      He descended and soon saw it led into one of the nearby taverns. Whoever completed the quest must now be getting a drink in there. He scanned the bar and spotted his target halfway through a tankard of ale. She was a paladin that reminded him of an older version of Sasha, but with a deep tan and dark hair. The scars on her face spoke of a lot of battles, and she looked like a rough woman. She sat across from a slightly built merchant of an earthy complexion. They were an odd pair, with the paladin woman looming head and shoulders taller than the merchantman.

      “--Guess the quest was a scam. Here it says I completed it, and it just tells me to wait for my reward. Ah well, I’ve been screwed over more for less. Anyway, tell me more about--” The paladin woman continued to chat. At the same time, the merchant sat with a patient smile and a look that said he really wanted to get going but didn’t want to be rude.

      Darren slid in beside him, and the merchant looked even more nervous at the thought that he would be caught in the middle of a pair of paladins and their ale. But the paladin woman looked up at Darren in surprise.

      “Congratulations, quest completed,” Darren said, mimicking the words quest prompts often displayed upon the successful completion of a quest but before revealing their reward. That was what he was here for, after all.

      “Huh?” The paladin woman frowned in confusion.

      “Tell me what you learned.” Darren reached into his Inventory and piled up skill books, gold coins, and other trinkets that would be valuable to someone at her level.

      The woman stared at the empty air, waving her hand as though swiping aside a quest prompt. Then, when Darren didn’t disappear, she blinked in confusion.

      It took a while for the paladin woman to figure out what Darren was there for, and Darren suspected that the cup of ale before her wasn’t the first one she’d drunk. She’d been completing a few quests in the area when she got Darren’s quest, and she thought it was a good excuse to talk to some of the traveling merchants. More of them came from abroad, and she enjoyed learning about other cultures.

      Paladins weren’t a common sight outside of the Sacred Seas, though, so a lot of foreign merchants were quite intimidated by the massive, battle-scarred paladin woman who just wanted to have a little chat with them.

      The merchant she was still chatting with when Darren came along was the one who had the information that completed his quest. The paladin woman gave Darren a drunken half-remembered explanation, but he got a straight answer from the man himself.

      “Sir, I am from the city of Marsa,” the merchant began. “It is home to many wonders, and if you ever have the chance to visit, there is the Temple of the Sun in all its radiant glory, as well as the Ever-Flowing Fountain in the center of the city. granted to us as a gift from the gods. There is the towering ziggurat of the priesthood, who accept offerings and make the will of the gods known. There’s also the Spirit Origin Stone, a powerful artifact said to have once been the heart of a ferocious beast master of another realm before the gods slew it and remade its body into their own Divine Palace!”

      Darren’s eyes lit up at those last words. A beast who controlled another realm? And this stone was its heart? That sounded like a Heart of a Realm to him.

      “Tell me more about this Spirit Origin Stone,” Darren asked.

      The man described it, and as he did so, Darren became increasingly convinced that this was exactly what he needed.

      At some point, hundreds of years ago, when the Sacred Seas were embroiled in a brutal war between the Seven Heavens and the Seven Hells, the gods of Marsa waged war against a race of powerful spirit beings from a pocket world. This one was smaller than the Seven Heavens and Seven Hells but still quite terrifying to a city-state and its handful of gods.

      From what Darren gathered, the gods were beings in the Sixth Order, just like the Prime Sins and the Prime Saints. Each held an aspect, such as the god of the sun or the goddess of the tide. While he didn’t want to trouble foreign gods, he had plenty of goods in his inventory, some of which they might find valuable.

      “Where is Marsa?” Darren asked.

      “Well, as it happens, I’m returning there shortly. I’ve sold all my goods and purchased all I came to purchase, so I will leave with the next trade caravan. The journey through the desert will take about a week on camelback, though renting one to carry a man your size will be difficult.”

      Darren shook his head. “We’ll go there today. You have your things?”

      A few minutes later, Darren was holding the merchant by the scruff of his shirt as they covered a week’s journey in an hour.

      “Is that the city?” Darren asked as he spotted a settlement in the distance. He was traveling slowly, so his passenger didn’t get a chill. Normally, when he flew with any of his women, he could go a lot faster, but the man he was carrying wasn’t even a holy adept and wouldn’t survive the kind of flying Darren was used to.

      The man chattered incoherently, teeth rattling against one another as he shivered from the cold air despite the hot desert sand below them.

      “Blink twice for yes.”

      The man blinked twice, and Darren headed for the city gates. They landed, and once the merchant recovered himself, Darren gave him a few gold coins as thanks for serving as a guide. His anxious expression he’d borne lightened at the sight of the yellow metal. After pocketing it, he was more than happy to show Darren around the city on the promise of a few more coins.

      “Come, come! I will show you to the best inn in the entire city!” the merchant promised.

      The merchant paid an entrance fee, chatting with the gate guards merrily. Darren received a few strange looks thanks to his height and heavily muscled form, but the guards let him through after warning him not to cause any trouble.

      Marsa reminded Darren of Limedeep in many ways. There must have been another source of sandstone nearby, because the local architects made just as much use of the material as they did back home. The sandstone here was more brown than yellow, but it was still recognizably the same.

      The difference lay in how the people used it. The architects here favored tall columns. While they had just as much love of sweeping arches as the buildings back in Limedeep, they took it to an even greater extent to form those arches into broad domes. All the largest and most impressive buildings in the city had wide-domed roofs, giving the entire city a more organic feel than anywhere else.

      The weather here was also noticeably hotter than he was used to, and if not for his enormous size, Darren’s paler complexion would have made him stand out just as much on the city street. He noticed he was drawing a lot of looks, though nobody had done more than cast him an extra glance now and again.

      Darren put on his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero to avoid attracting too much attention while the merchant gave him a quick tour of the city. Eventually, they came across that ziggurat the merchant mentioned.

      He sensed an aura unlike anything else. The Divine and Demonic Aura around him here were both very peculiar, as though the two were linked instead of separate. It was a very strange experience. If the concentration of power in the air were higher, he would have been better able to examine it. He suspected the gods of this city hoarded the power in their personal pocket realm, much like the demons of the Seven Hells or the seraphim of the Seven Heavens.

      "Once, your missionaries thought of bringing Marsa into the Sacred Seas as one territory of many," the merchant explained. "We honored your ways, and our gods even considered becoming Prime Saints within your heavens. Alas, it seems it was not meant to be."

      Darren suspected he knew why. The death and disappearance of the Lord of Light would have put a stop to any expansion plans the heavens might once have held. If what Kalaziel said was true, they would be worried enough about just hanging on to what they had.

      “Behold, adorning the top of the ziggurat is the Spirit Origin Stone, or at least the shadow of it that shines through from the realm of the gods,” the merchant said, pointing to a glowing sphere of light adorning the tallest pinnacle of the ziggurat.

      Looking at it, Darren saw there was nothing but light up there, even to his Divine Aura senses. Whatever was creating the light wasn’t there. It was just shining through from a pocket space far away. He frowned at that. While he wouldn’t have enjoyed stealing the Spirit Origin Stone, it hadn’t been completely out of the question if the local gods refused to part with it willingly. But if the stone’s true form was located in a pocket space under their control, that would be a lot harder.

      “You’ll have to talk to the priests if you want to see it up close,” the merchant explained.

      Darren nodded. “You have been very helpful.” He tossed the merchant another gold coin and bid him a good day. It was time to meet some foreign gods and make them an offer they couldn’t refuse.
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      Darren was unsure of how to approach these foreign gods, but in the end, he decided to simply knock on the door. It worked well enough with Laura, so he might as well try it again.

      He rapped three times in quick succession. Unfortunately, by the time he finished his last knock, the door still hadn’t swung open. He stood there for nearly a minute, looking up and down the street, before finally deciding to knock on the door again.

      He looked to the guards standing on either side of the door. They were probably meant to stop people like him from walking in, but thanks to his cloak, the two guards didn’t even notice him step right by them to knock on the door. He could deactivate his cloak to let them see him, but he suspected having to deal with guards would only slow them down. He needed to speak to this land’s gods directly if he wanted to buy the Spirit Origin Stone from them, not deal with mortal middlemen for hours on end.

      So he ignored them and continued to knock. The door to the ziggurat still didn’t open, and Darren stood awkwardly on the front steps, unsure of what to do. He needed to get in, and he didn’t have time to wait politely on the doorstep.

      The door was locked, but that hadn’t stopped Darren in years. No lock had stopped him since he got his Celestial Storm tendrils, and now that he had evolved it into Divine Energy Projection, he could make the key for any lock, no matter where he was.

      So he did the same for this lock, and soon the door swung wide, and he stepped into the ziggurat in the center of Marsa.

      The ziggurat was supposed to be the center of the local priesthood, and Darren had expected something much like what he was familiar with in the various shrines and temples in the Sacred Seas.

      When the doors opened, and he was greeted with incense, dim red lights, and a lot of naked women, he feared he’d stepped into a brothel instead of the temple. He opened the door again and peeked outside just to make sure he was inside the right building.

      Shrugging, Darren approached one of the nearby naked women lounging around a pile of incense.

      “Where are your gods?” Darren asked the naked woman.

      The woman blinked up at him in surprise. “Huh? You’re not a priest. What are you doing here?”

      “Your gods,” Darren repeated. “Where are they?”

      The woman’s face turned from surprise to confusion to anger. Her cheeks flushed red, and her lips turned to a frown. “I don’t know where you’re from, but here in Marsa, it’s considered rude to ask a woman if she’s a sinner!”

      Now Darren was increasingly confused. It was a very simple question. Why was she getting so flustered?

      He was trying to figure out how to rectify the situation when the naked woman turned her nose up at him and huffed.

      “Look, I don’t know what you’re here for or what lands you hail from, but things here in Marsa are done differently.”

      She stormed off before Darren could either apologize or ask any further questions. He shrugged. He was probably better starting fresh with someone new than antagonizing the oddly flustered naked woman any further.

      But as luck would have it, the next three people he encountered were also naked women. Some of them carried trays of wine, others biscuits, and still others a variety of goods. As he observed his surroundings, he came to realize that he had interrupted some sort of party.

      He asked them the same question he asked the first woman and was greeted with shy, embarrassed blushes or bouts of sudden anger. One girl even started crying. That was when Darren realized he would probably need a different approach.

      “D-do you think I’m going to the underworld because of this?” she sniffled and looked up at Darren with teary eyes.

      Darren gave the crying young woman a pat on the head. “No. But even if you were, I already killed most of the demons in hell. It is a much nicer place now.”

      That stopped her crying but left her very confused. Darren made his escape before she asked for further explanation and left her standing there with a puzzled expression on her face and a few fewer biscuits on her tray.

      The priests here in Marsa were certainly freer with their desires than those in the Sacred Seas, that was certain. All those men of the cloth up north tended to be stuffy and reserved. He couldn’t imagine them throwing a party full of naked women right in the middle of the city. It wasn’t really Darren’s type of party, though the biscuits they served were still quite good.

      Politely asking the nice ladies to see the nearest god wasn’t proving too effective, so Darren asked for the nearest priest instead. Surely they would know where the local gods were.

      The naked women were happy to point him in the right direction for that request. They were using the entrance hall as a sort of lounge to relax their arms a bit after long hours of standing and serving drinks, which was why Darren hadn’t stumbled across any of the priests yet. All he had to do to run into them was continue up the main stairs and head to one of the higher floors.

      The ziggurat was a tall structure. From the outside, it looked like a series of balls on a chain stacked on top of one another. A tall winding staircase ran through the center of the tower from the bottom all the way to the top. Darren sensed auras akin to holy adepts on the floors above. There were stronger versions of the same aura higher up, some of which diverged, though not in the directions he was used to. People at the Third Order in Marsa must have had a different path from the cleric, priestess, and paladin paths he was used to.

      He revealed his wings to fly straight to the top. Darren reasoned that whoever was in charge would have a fairly powerful aura. They would know where the gods were.

      The stairways were just barely wide enough for him to fly past, and they grew narrower the closer they got to the top. It took a bit of bobbing and weaving as he neared the tallest chamber, but when the stairs ended, the tower widened to reveal a single wide, circular room.

      All around him were dozens of the highest-ranking priests in Marsa. They lay about in fine silken robes, being waited on by dozens of naked women just like those downstairs. The priests here were being tended to like pampered lordlings as the naked women massaged their shoulders, kept them cool with paper fans, and fed them plump fruits from their hands. It was the picture of decadence.

      Several priests jumped to their feet at Darren’s arrival. More would have, but the bountiful piles of female flesh heaped in their laps prevented them from doing so.

      “Who are you? How’d you get up here?” demanded a priest in brilliant gold-trimmed robes. He seemed like he was in charge. Good.

      “I am Darren,” Darren replied.

      “How dare you disturb this holy ritual!” the man growled.

      Darren looked around. This didn’t look like any sort of ritual he’d ever seen. There wasn’t a single candle, line drawn in salt and blood, or human sacrifice anywhere to be seen.

      “Ritual?” Darren asked curiously.

      “Yes!” The man in the gold-trimmed robes nodded a little too vigorously. “All these fine young women from the city of Marsa are afflicted with a terrible curse! Only through serving the priesthood can their souls be cleansed!”

      “Naked?” Darren asked skeptically.

      The man’s cheeks flushed. “W-well... we... uh... can’t have clothes blocking our ability to see into their souls. Otherwise, how would we possibly know if they have become pure of heart yet?”

      Darren was skeptical. He’d always been able to see through clothes when looking at Divine Aura. After all, to do so, he had to peer straight through the skin. Why would peering through clothes be so much different?

      He was curious, but he had more important questions to ask.

      “Where are your gods?” Darren asked.

      The man’s red face grew even more flustered, but Darren had been expecting this after his first few unfortunate encounters with the women downstairs.

      “I want to meet them,” Darren clarified, just as the gold-trimmed priest was about to respond.

      “Meet our gods?” The priest sneered. “What kind of question is that? If you’re asking to die, we can certainly oblige you. It’s what you deserve for interrupting such an important time for all these beautiful women here.”

      He raised his hand, and a sphere of fire appeared in his palm. The sphere grew larger and larger until it was the size of the man’s head. He unleashed, and Darren did nothing to stop the incoming projectile.

      It splashed against Darren’s chest and accomplished absolutely nothing. His clothes were unruffled, and his hair was unsinged. It didn’t even force him to blink.

      “What? Are you wearing some sort of shielding talisman?” The man snorted. “If you thought that would be enough to let you walk straight to the top of the ziggurat, you were wrong!”

      He charged another fireball, and this time the few priests who’d bothered to stop what they were doing and climb to their feet joined him. Some threw lightning, some threw beams of light, and others materialized fist-sized balls of dirt. Out of everything, the dirt did the most damage, since it stuck to his shirt when it struck.

      Darren glared at the stain. Cassandra had given him this shirt.

      He turned his gaze to the gold-trimmed man and all the other standing priests. Then he activated Fists of Peace. Each of the glowing fists grew until they were as large as a person, and he scattered them among the crowd. Their strength was less concentrated this way, but for a few Third-Order priests, he didn’t need to do anything particularly fancy.

      He forced every standing priest to their knees, including the one dressed in gold.

      “Brothers! Stand and fight! This intruder is attacking me!”

      Darren looked over the crowd with a fierce glare. “Stay where you are.”

      The priests looked between their leader, Darren, and the beautiful naked women that surrounded them. Following their leader’s orders was the last thing on their mind. Not a single one of them rose to their feet.

      “Now, tell me how to contact your gods,” Darren asked the priest in gold trim.

      “Never!” The priest glared at him spitefully. “Are you some sort of foreign god who thinks he can seize control of our city? Ha, don’t make me laugh. His divinity, Lord Sobek, will crush you like a frog between his mighty pointed teeth!”

      Darren frowned. This was going to be a lot harder than he thought. Perhaps he would even need to test how well his ability to manipulate Divine Aura within a living being would work on a human. But first, he would need to clear out the room.

      “All of you women, come to me.” Darren waved them in his direction. “I can purify you instantly.”

      The women, skeptical at first, perked up at the news. “Wait, you mean I don’t have to spend months serving the priests to save my soul from eternal torment in the underworld?”

      Darren nodded.

      Several of them rushed to Darren’s side.

      “Wait! Wait!” the gold-trimmed priest said, voice hurried and full of panic. “I’ll talk! I’ll take you to Lord Sobek!”

      Darren didn’t feel his purification ability doing anything to these women, but he cast it on the entire room just to be safe. A few items on display around the chamber shifted and changed as he wiped out whatever equivalent there was of Demonic Aura here, but otherwise, they mostly stayed the same.

      The man in the gold-trimmed robes was practically in tears as the women joyfully redressed and fled down the stairs to tell their companions the good news. Soon everyone in the entire ziggurat was talking about the foreign god who visited.

      Darren wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about that. After all, he wasn't a visiting god. He was only at the Fifth Order. He didn’t want to lie straight out of the gates. When he was little, he remembered his mother telling him first impressions were important, and from his experiences since he emerged on the surface, he was pretty sure that was true.

      But at the same time, explaining that he wasn’t a god, just a mortal man who happened to be about as powerful as one, would probably take longer than just letting the locals think whatever conclusion they’d already come to.

      For the sake of speed, he decided to just roll with this and correct their misunderstanding later if he needed to. But he still hoped that he’d be on his way with a lighter Inventory but a Spirit Origin Stone to show for it before the day was up.

      When all the naked women in the tower were blessed, purified, dressed, and happily returning home, the sobbing high priest of the ziggurat tried to attack Darren once more, this time with the help of more of his companions. But it was an utterly futile attempt.

      “Take me to this Sobek,” Darren insisted.

      “...Alright.” The gold trimmed priest pouted.

      “Just do me one favor,” the gold-trimmed priest asked as he guided Darren to a circle of stones. “Do not attempt to steal Lord Sobek’s beauties. The last time we felt his rage, we had to spend years rebuilding half the city.”

      Darren made a non-committal noise of agreement. He had to purify any more women that he suspected of being cursed. It didn’t cost him anything, so to withhold his aid when it was so cheap to give would be wrong. But he didn’t say that to the priest guiding him, since he was finally being helpful.

      They came across a circular platform. Markings adorned the ring of stones, each of them depicting a strange symbol Darren didn’t recognize. He was no scholar, but there were plenty of books in his mother’s bag of holding after she passed. Trapped in the Seven Hells, there had been little else to do besides rereading his skill books and what she’d left to him, so he gained a considerable amount of expertise in certain narrow subjects. He’d lacked the context for most of what he read, since besides the tomes intended for him, most of his mother’s library pertained to advanced subjects and had few hints to the prerequisite knowledge needed to truly understand them. But he had an excellent memory, so if any of these symbols had been in those books, he would have remembered.

      “Oh, great Sobek!” The gold-trimmed priest knelt, beckoning Darren to stand in the center of the ring of stones with him. “We beseech entrance to your mighty palace so that we might grace your glorious presence.”

      He groveled before the circle of stones on his knees, all the while brushing his hand against them one at a time. He was inserting a bit of that strange combined Divine and Demonic Aura the people of Marsa used, and one by one, the circle of stones lit up.

      When the last stone lit, the air above the circle rumbled, and five metallic rings formed in the air above the circle like they had fallen from a great height straight through the tower ceiling.

      The world surrounding Darren and the gold-trimmed priest faded away, and they emerged in this Lord Sobek’s Divine Realm.
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      Darren materialized in Lord Sobek’s realm, one step closer to obtaining the Spirit Origin Stone.

      The god’s personal realm was nothing like he expected. He thought it would be a realm of wild beauty, like the Seven Heavens. Or perhaps it would be a realm of untamed ferocity, like the Seven Hells.

      Instead, he found himself in a swamp. A dirty, stinking swamp filled with buzzing flies and mosquitos the size of his fist.

      “Beware the holy mosquitos!” the priest in gold trim said, eyes darting left and right. “They can slurp down all the blood in a mortal’s body in only a few seconds. We’ve lost more than one supplicant to his lordship to the things, blessed as they may be.”

      While the priest in gold trim was more than happy to praise these holy mosquitos, he also shrieked like a little girl and started throwing fireballs the moment he saw one. It tried to bite Darren, but his skin was too tough. One wave of his hand later and it was nothing but a splatter on the ground.

      “You killed the holy mosquito!” the gold-trimmed priest gasped in shock.

      “Sorry?” Darren shrugged. He’d been trying to kill it, too.

      “Don’t be. Every one of those things that dies is one less I have to watch out for the next time I come up here. To be honest, I think Lord Sobek just keeps them around so we don’t waste his time unduly with mortal affairs,” the gold-trimmed priest said with a shrug.

      Lord Sobek’s palace rested right in the middle of the big swamp. To Darren, it looked less like a palace and more like a raft assembled by a group of homeless men trying to cross a river. He kept his thoughts to himself though as the gold-trimmed priest beside him extolled the many virtues and accomplishments of the god he was about to meet.

      Darren spotted a few large, scaled beasts drifting through the water and pointed them out.

      “Those are Lord Sobek’s crocodiles. You promised not to harm them earlier, right?” the priest looked at Darren nervously.

      “Will they attack?” Darren asked.

      “No, no. They’re quite well-fed, I assure you.” The priest’s eyes darted between Darren and the swamp monsters a few times before he was sure that Daren would not try anything.

      The only thing resembling a dwelling was a set of curtains in the middle of the swamp, behind which Darren could see several shadowed figures. There was one nearly as large as he was, and he suspected it was Sobek.

      “Lord Sobek! It is I, your high priest! I come forth in humility to present a supplicant before you, someone from the Sacred Seas!” the gold-trimmed priest said.

      A gruff voice answered. “Another one? Is this one beautiful, at least?” His voice had a toothy feel to it, like speaking around a mouth full of rocks.

      The gold-trimmed priest shook his head. “No, this is a visiting god from the barbaric northern lands.”

      The curtain parted, and Darren finally got his first look at Sobek. The foreign god reminded him more of a demon than a seraph, though instead of red skin, he was green and yellow. His body was covered in scales, and he wore a simple leather loincloth. Two bands of gold adorned his wrists, and much wider ones rested about his shoulders and brow.

      The gold-trimmed priest bowed and scurried away. For all his praise of Sobek and his domain, he clearly didn’t want to spend any longer here than he had to. He was gone before either Darren or Sobek had a chance to say another word to him.

      Sobek was more crocodile than man, like someone had taken a swamp beast’s limbs and lengthened the arms to make human limbs, but his torso remained entirely reptilian. His head was entirely that of a crocodile, and suddenly Darren understood why his voice sounded the way it did. It was impressive he could mimic human speech at all with a mouth like that.

      “Ah, another human,” Sobek grumbled. He flopped back down in the chair he’d been sitting in moments ago. It had a unique design with a hole in the back for his tail to fit through, since the lizard man would have a difficult time sitting down on anything else.

      Three full-grown crocodiles lounged around him, one of which nestled itself into Sobek’s lap while he stroked the top of its head. When it caught sight of Darren, it snapped to attention with a look that almost seemed familiar, though Darren had a hard time placing crocodile expressions.

      “Admiring my lovely ladies, are you?” Sobek gave Darren a look that might have been a smile or a glare. The crocodile man’s face seemed locked in the same expression. “I found this one wounded and begging for my aid. I don’t normally take in strays, but on this occasion, I simply had to lend a hand. When she came to me, she was a hideous mammal, but this one can change herself into a more pleasing form. It was quite impressive when I first saw it. If only more of your human women could do such a thing. You have such ugly, weak, and fleshy forms. It’s a wonder you can stomach one another long enough to mate. At least most mammals have the courtesy of covering their flesh with fur.”

      Sobek shivered and shook his head, spitting into the water as though he’d swallowed something disgusting. Apparently, this god from Marsa cared little for humans. But he was very fond of female crocodiles.

      The crocodile in Darren’s lap glared at him warily, and he grew increasingly certain he recognized her. But that was a mystery he had little time to ponder.

      “Sobek, I want to buy the Spirit Origin Stone,” Darren said.

      Sobek opened and closed his mouth a few times in quick succession.

      “The Spirit Origin Stone? Hmm...” Something approaching thoughtfulness appeared on his face, and he looked upward. “I played a major role in claiming that stone, so if any have the right to sell it, I do. But what will you give me in return for such a thing, hmm? The Realmbeast was a creature approaching the Seventh Order. Any stronger, and it would have been powerful enough to wipe out all the gods of Marsa’s pantheon. It was only good fortune that allowed me to strike the killing blow and give us a chance to turn its carcass into a beautiful holy realm of our own.”

      Sobek spread his arms out around him, gesturing to the stinking, smelly swamp all around him, especially to the crocodiles.

      “I’m glad you are comfortable,” Darren replied. He scanned through his Inventory, trying to find things that might be valuable to a being of Sobek’s level.

      He pulled out all sorts of demon corpses, most of which were met with noncommittal shrugs. Everything Darren had was of the Fifth Order and below. While incredibly valuable to many factions across the Sacred Seas, Sobek was at the Sixth Order, and he would not be so easily impressed. Darren needed something more powerful.

      He took out various plants and items he’d collected, but Sobek remained unimpressed.

      “If this is all you have to offer, you won’t be getting our Spirit Origin Stone.” Sobek shook his toothy maw in disappointment.

      Clearly, Darren would need to bring out some of his more precious items. “This is Lifewell water. It restores youth to older mortals and heals injuries.”

      “Interesting. Do you think it would work on crocodiles?” Sobek asked.

      Darren shrugged. “I do not see why it wouldn’t.”

      He’d never even thought to test the stuff on crocodiles, but Sobek did. He called over one of his larger crocodiles, and Darren gave him a vial of the Lifewell water. While he wasn’t ever willing to part with his Fountain of Youth, he would be more than happy to give away as much of its water as Sobek wanted.

      The crocodile he wanted the water tested on was clearly an older species. She was larger than the others, and scars adorned the length of her body. The claw marks were straight and even in sets of four, so most of them had probably come from a fight with something big and nasty. The crocodile herself was a Fifth-Order creature, so whatever had so handily defeated her to give her those scars had to be something truly strong.

      “That Realmbeast mauled my poor Scalia here.” Sobek gave the large, battle-scarred crocodile a warm pat on the head. “She is the reason why I was so determined to kill the thing. But despite realizing my vengeance, her wounds never truly healed. Beyond that, my precious girl here is a few thousand years old, and time is wearing on her. I want to see if your magic water has any effect.”

      He tossed the vial of fountain of youth water down the giant crocodile’s throat, and the crocodile grew a shade healthier. The scars grew slightly thinner, though they were far from completely healed. Sobek was impressed, though, and he clapped his claw-tipped hands together in delight. “Wonderful! This is a good start. What else do you have to offer?”

      “I can provide you with more Lifewell water than you see here,” Darren offered.

      Sobek snorted. “While I am fond of Scalia, I’m not so fond of her that I’d be willing to part with the Spirit Origin Stone for her. I want more.”

      So Darren reluctantly dug into his personal armory, thinking of what he’d be most willing to part with.

      The logical choice was his Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation. It was a mythic-ranked item, so it would be quite valuable even to a god. With most of the Seven Hells wiped out, his need for demon-slaying swords was greatly decreased. He could never give up Melancholy, even if Ashe wasn’t in it, and he wanted to keep Inevitability, so his Hell-Sundering Sword of Annihilation was the only thing he was truly willing to part with. If he needed another one, he was pretty sure he could craft something similar.

      So Darren put the sword up on display for Sobek. The crocodile-headed god leaned forward with interest as he sensed the power in the weapon Darren held before him.

      “An impressive sword. But what does it do?”

      “Kills demons,” Darren replied. The crocodile in Sobek’s lap winced at Darren’s words, crawling deeper into Sobek’s embrace for protection.

      “Demons... yes, I’m familiar with the concept, as you northern barbarians like to call them. I imagine they’d be quite useful against anything that uses aura of a more monstrous alignment. I’ll take it, but I must ask, where did you obtain such a thing?” Sobek asked.

      “I created it myself.”

      Sobek perked up at that. “Truly? Interesting. I took you for a fighting god, not a crafting god. Crafting gods typically stay within their own realms for safety, relying on the fighters to venture forth and make deals with other pantheons on their behalf.”

      Darren let a small smile creep up the corners of his lips. “I am no stranger to combat.”

      “Would you be willing to sell your skills for a while instead of your items?” Sobek asked.

      “What for?” Darren asked.

      “I wish to have an item that can transform any human woman into a crocodile. For their own good, of course. I have many worshipers who would love to serve me, but they are simply too... mammalian for me to tolerate for long within my sanctum. But if I could transform them at will...” Sobek licked his pointed teeth.

      Darren hesitated for a moment. “These people you will transform. Will they be willing?”

      Sobek nodded. “Of course. As a god, I have no shortage of ugly human women willing to throw themselves at me for a taste of my divinity. That they were born so ugly and deformed is a loss to both them and me.”

      “Then I will help you,” Darren replied. “But I may need materials and may need to kill something of yours.”

      “I will open my personal treasury to you for anything that might help. This is a dream I have wished to realize for a long time.” Sobek wore something akin to a smile. “I have several feral crocodiles that didn’t take well to my divine power. I had been planning to eat them anyway, so I might as well slaughter one now if you need it.”

      Darren had heard of large swamp-dwelling lizards, like the one before him, eating their own kind before. He found himself grateful that he was born human instead of whatever Sobek was. Demons eating humans were bad enough. He wasn’t sure if it would be possible to form a stable society if humans ate one another.

      Sobek provided the soul of a giant crocodile, and he used a combination of Soul Weaving and Soul Smithing to enhance a band of gold that could be worn about the shoulders, much like the one Sobek wore. The feral and mindless crocodile spirit went into the golden band, and Darren inspected his handiwork.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Band of Crocodilian Possession (Epic)

        	This band allows the user to wield all the tremendous strength and regeneration of the Holy Crocodile spirit that possessed it.

      

      

      Sobek shook his head at the item when Darren told him what it would do.

      “I don’t want someone to merely have the powers of a crocodile. I want them to become crocodiles! That is the whole point. Here, examine Astarte’s ability. That is the one I want you to replicate.

      “Astarte?” Darren asked in surprise.

      Sobek scooped up the crocodile that had been sitting in his lap. “Yes, here she is. She’s from the Sacred Seas, just like you!” He stroked her reptilian head. “Turn back for him a moment, my beauty.”

      The crocodile shuddered, and before Darren appeared Astarte, the Archdemon of Lust. Her eyes were locked on the ground, not daring to meet Darren’s gaze.

      She was a beauty few could rival. Perhaps Synthia, the Prime Saint of Sex, was just as astonishingly beautiful. Long hair trailed past the small of her back, and her lips were deep red with a pink blush adorning her cheeks.

      “We meet again,” Darren’s face turned grim. By pure happenstance, he’d stumbled across the archdemon who got away.

      Sobek, meanwhile, was holding his hands over his eyes. “Alright, enough, Astarte! I forgot how hideous you were in your natural form. Turn back! Turn back!”

      Astarte turned into a crocodile again, and Darren had no doubt that she was just as strikingly beautiful in that form as she had been in her human one. Not that he could tell.

      He’d been afraid he’d need to use his Limitless Evolution skill. It would be the easiest way to impress Sobek, but it would also take a considerable amount of time.

      At least, normally, it would. Now that Cassandra had that mental link ability, he had another option. He quickly contacted her through the body nearest the palace and requested she form a mental link with him. Once she started casting her mental enhancement ability, he found the time to cast the spell and was cut down nearly as dramatically as normal.

      [I don’t like it,] Cassandra said through their mental link.

      [This is very convenient,] Darren replied through the same link.

      [I still don’t like it. I don’t think it will work as well as me being next to you in person.]

      Darren could practically see her pouting on the other end of the connection. He wondered why she sounded so upset at the discovery.

      Ashe was the one who explained it to him. [She’s sad that she no longer has an excuse to spend all day having sex!]

      Darren murmured in understanding. While Cassandra’s bottomless well of lust could be a little overwhelming at times, she was always fun to come home to. Maybe he could upgrade her enhancement ability again, and it would become even more powerful with physical contact.

      He spent the next few hours evolving the Band of Crocodilian Possession for Sobek.

      The crocodile-headed god resumed what he’d been doing when Darren first arrived, which mostly seemed like a lot of nothing. He sat in his chair, slowly stroking Astarte’s head.

      He was alone for the first time in a while using his Limitless Evolution skill, and for the first time, he realized Cassandra’s constant displays of affection had actually served as training for him.

      Before, casting the ability took his full concentration for three entire days. Cassandra had cut the time required to cast it down to hours, but more importantly, her incessant intimate distractions were something he had to learn to power through when using his ability. As a result, he’d grown far more aware of his surroundings when using Limitless Evolution, which dramatically reduced the risk of using it in places where he could be vulnerable.

      He noticed the moment Sobek threw up a sound barrier around his tent and began whispering softly to Astarte. They were talking about something they didn’t want him to hear.

      Unfortunately for them, Darren had plenty of ways to listen in. The easiest way was to create something akin to his Celestial Storm tendrils and feel the vibrations in the air. He had long ago trained to translate those vibrations into sound, and it had allowed him to eavesdrop on many demons while he was in the Seven Hells.

      Through those tendrils, he heard the words Sobek and Astarte were speaking.

      “He’s not actually a god, not really! He’s only at the Fifth Order!” Astarte whispered to Sobek. “And he’s not even a seraph, either. He’s just a human who got stronger than we thought possible!”

      Sobek murmured something low and grave in reply. It sounded doubtful.

      “You can take all the items you saw him produce and keep the Spirit Origin Stone!” Astarte prodded. “All you have to do is kill him.”

      “Perhaps...” Sobek replied.

      Darren grimaced. He feared this was about to get messy.
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      Darren finished evolving Sobek’s item with one eye open the entire time. He took one look at it, and to his relief, it looked like it would satisfy Sobek’s requirements. He didn’t really have a whole lot of control over his Limitless Evolution skill. Maybe it was just his imagination, but he liked to think he could guide it with his thoughts to nudge it in certain directions. But on the whole, the skill produced whatever product it wanted to, and the result was partially up to luck.

      But whether his skill had listened to him or he’d simply gotten lucky, the result was the same. He’d crafted what he wanted.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Blessed Nemes of the Crocodile (Mythic)

        	This headdress, crafted by Darren Heavengrace, transforms the wearer into a humanoid crocodile, granting massive increases to toughness, regeneration, and all abilities relating to large lizards.

      

      

      “I’m done,” Darren declared as he stood and held the headdress aloft.

      Sobek yawned a bit, blinked, and then turned to Darren with a bright and very toothy smile. “Wonderful! Let’s see it in action.”

      Darren wrapped the headdress over himself, and his skin turned green and covered in scales. He was abruptly transformed into a being much like Sobek himself. A crocodile with human arms and legs. Only Darren, in his crocodile form, was a little taller than Sobek. His teeth were a little straighter, and his scaled skin was a deeper shade of green. Several of the female crocodiles perked up from where they swam in the swamp nearby.

      Sobek’s expression turned sour. Something about the transformation made it far easier for Darren to read the subtle changes in the lizard man’s expression. He met Sobek’s eyes and sensed the mind behind them harden. For a moment, he thought Sobek was going to attack him then and there.

      Darren took the headdress off, reverting to his human form. The tension in the air evaporated as soon as Sobek was once against the most handsome crocodile man in the room, and the female crocodiles swimming in the swamp around them went back to doing whatever they’d been doing moments before.

      “Now, about that Spirit Origin Stone?” Darren asked.

      Sobek nodded his head twice in quick succession. “It’s this way. Follow. Astarte, put this on so I don’t have to look at your hideous mammalian form while we walk.”

      Astarte shifted back from her crocodile form to her human form and then put the Blessed Nemes of the Crocodile on to turn into a crocodile woman, much like Sobek. The humanoid lizard forms were much better at walking than the natural quadruped form of a normal lizard, and she hurried to cling close to Sobek as he walked. Darren followed from close behind.

      The hairs on the back of Darren’s neck stood on end, and all of his senses were tuned to their fullest. The fact that he had multiple ways to resurrect himself after death did a lot to ease his nerves as he followed the crocodile god to the item he so desperately needed.

      “The Spirit Origin Stone shines down and brings light to the mortals of Marsa,” Sobek explained. “To them, it is a second moon. Losing it will be an ill omen.”

      “There are other ways to light city streets at night,” Darren said. It wouldn’t be hard for him to craft something to that end. He had plenty of the glowing skulls demons used to light up the darkness on the deeper layers of the Seven Hells. They still worked after purifying them, and after evolving them too, they’d probably get considerably brighter.

      But Sobek didn’t seem interested when Darren made the offer to replace the light at a later date.

      “No, it’s fine...” Sobek muttered, eyes ahead. “We’re nearly there.”

      The swamp they were walking through abruptly turned to polished marble tiles. It was like there was an invisible line in the earth where one area came to an end and the other began. Sobek stepped over that line, leaving a trail of mud and leaves in his wake. Astarte followed close behind, and Darren came shortly thereafter.

      “Your pantheon’s main hall?” Darren asked.

      Sobek murmured a wordless noise of agreement. “It’s up ahead.”

      A shrine in the style of Marsa’s architecture stood within the wide marble-floored chamber, and Darren saw bright white light emanating beyond the doorway. It was the same color and shade of the light he saw from the base of the ziggurat back in Marsa.

      “That’s it?” Darren asked. He found it strange to be the talkative one in a conversation, but Sobek had turned awfully tight-lipped. Darren didn’t like it.

      Sobek nodded. “Take it.”

      Darren stepped into the shrine. The Spirit Origin Stone hovered in the center of the shrine, emanating light in all directions, including through dimensions and into the mortal world. The light was blindingly bright, so much so that it looked almost like a sun standing here in person. Darren had to squint just to see it.

      Beneath all the light and the waves of magical power emanating from the stone, he sensed a blue crystal filled with potential. This certainly felt like a powerful magical artifact. But was it what he was looking for?

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Spirit Origin Stone (Legendary)

        	Once the heart of a Realmbeast, this Spirit Origin Stone possesses an intimate connection to its surrounding space. Used in conjunction with other items, it can draw on that power to greatly enhance all magical effects within a domain.

      

      

      Darren laid hands on the Spirit Origin Stone. This was a legendary item. Even now, he didn’t have many of such quality. He was surprised Sobek had parted with it for anything less than another legendary item. A mythic sword, a mythic item, and a few barrels of fountain of youth water shouldn’t have been enough to purchase such a thing.

      But Darren reminded himself he wasn’t home yet. He put the Spirit Origin Stone in his Inventory, and the brilliant light winked out. He stood a few moments inside the empty shrine, waiting and listening. There was silence outside.

      He emerged and saw Sobek standing there with his arms crossed.

      “Follow,” Sobek said. “The exit is this way.”

      Darren couldn’t help but notice that Astarte was nowhere to be seen.

      “I can show myself out,” Darren replied. He remembered where the exit in Sobek’s domain was, but Darren had a much simpler way of getting out of here. He could just cut open dimensional rifts until one of them led back to Marsa. That would be the fastest and easiest way out of here. Since this pocket dimension didn’t have multiple layers like the Seven Heavens and the Seven Hells, it would likely be much easier to escape.

      “No, this way is faster.” Sobek gestured for Darren to follow him. Reluctantly, Darren did so. But then he sensed another presence lurking behind him.

      He discreetly reached out with a Divine Aura tendril. Hiding it in the gaps between the tiles was difficult, but he had a lot of practice concealing his glowing strands of light in the darkness of the Seven Hells. Concealing them against the floors of this brightly lit marble hall was easy by comparison.

      He’d hoped to sense Astarte spying on them from afar. In his best-case scenario, she was just putting some distance between herself and Darren.

      But the person he found wasn’t Astarte. He was even taller than Darren himself. His body was covered in fur, and he had a head of a lion, whereas Sobek had the head of a crocodile. And from the looks of him, he thought he was sneaking up on Darren.

      If Darren had any lingering hopes that he was going to get out of here peacefully, those hopes were gone now. He was going to have to fight.

      He would have a moment to act so long as he did so before the lion man struck. They expected to have the element of surprise on their side, but if Darren acted first, he could take that for himself.

      So that was what he did. Wasting not a moment longer, he pulled Melancholy into his hand and flung. He swept his sword through the air and activated Dimensional Rift. The cut opened a vertical tear in space, and through that tear, he spotted a patch of rocky ground overlooking the water adjacent to the city. There were even a few ships in the process of setting anchor, and a few sailors looked up at the hole in the sky that had appeared above him.

      That was good enough, and Darren jumped through.

      “He’s getting away!” Darren heard Astarte yell from behind him. He would have been content to let her live if she’d just minded her own business, but if she was going to stir trouble for him with the gods of Marsa, he would need to deal with her eventually.

      And Darren was never one to put off for tomorrow what could be done today. He activated Fists of Peace, and they wrapped hands around Astarte’s crocodile form, dragging her through the rift behind Darren.

      Astarte’s eyes went wide when she realized she was falling and no longer had Sobek to hide behind. Her fingernails lengthened into claws. In her crocodile form, they were far more reptilian than before.

      But they did nothing against Melancholy’s edge. He cleaved straight through her claws and then through her hand behind them. Astarte glanced at her wound and barely even had time to register it before Melancholy was coming for her head.

      She ducked out of the way just in time, but her fate was already sealed. Darren’s powers had grown by leaps and bounds since they’d last fought, as had Melancholy’s. Against a demon of the Fifth Order, Darren and his sword were their true bane. Already, the wounds he’d given her were festering and growing. They spread up her arm and to her torso in sickly black and purple veins. Melancholy’s power was tearing Astarte apart at the seams.

      She closed her eyes, giving in to the destruction. She couldn’t survive this fight, so she planned to get away the same way she’d escaped him the last time. Her body dispersed into motes of black light, scattering in all directions. But this time, Darren was ready for her. He produced one of the eggs he’d stolen from Kalaziel’s subordinates and held it out. Just like during Kalaziel’s fight with Asmoth’Koteth, Astarte’s Demonic Aura swirled inward and was absorbed by the device. This time, not a single mote of blackness escaped.

      Defeated for good this time, Darren stuffed Astarte’s soul into his Inventory. Though the fight had taken mere moments, he could sense Sobek and that lion god close behind him.

      While Darren had to fight Astarte, he wanted to avoid fighting any of the gods of Marsa. He didn’t have bonuses against them like he did against demons, so victory wouldn’t be so certain, especially when facing more than one. Once he’d dealt with Kalaziel, he could take care of any trouble left behind in his work. He unveiled both pairs of his wings just before he struck the water, bringing himself to an abrupt stop. A moment later, he was running across the water’s surface to pick up speed. Once he did so, he’d take flight and head north, back to the Sacred Seas.

      Or at least, that had been the plan.

      Sobek and the lion man sneaking up behind him didn’t look like the type of gods adept at flight. Darren couldn’t really imagine a winged crocodile, and lions typically didn’t fly. They might have items or abilities that would let them take to the air, but neither of them should have been adept enough to keep up with Darren.

      Unfortunately, fortune was not on Darren’s side. A second tear opened up just ahead of Darren, and from it flew a man with giant, brown wings. They were nothing like the brilliant white and metallic wings of a seraph. These had a hawk-like, bestial feeling to them, made all the greater by the bird head adorning the man’s head where a human face should have been.

      Darren reached out to feel him and cursed when he realized the bird man was at the Sixth Order. That meant he was probably another god of Marsa, and this would be one that he wouldn’t be able to lose through flight.

      The bird god darted forward, covering ground twice as fast as Darren was. He might be able to fight the bird god off, but to do so would take more than enough time for Sobek and the lion man to arrive. He needed to lose this bird.

      Darren turned to the water beneath his feet. He hoped all his training for underwater fighting was about to pay off.

      He came to an abrupt stop, and the surface tension that let him run over the surface of the water gave way. He sank downward like a missile, kicking his legs to speed the process. The bird hovered overhead, circling like a bird of prey looking for fish.

      Darren swam ever deeper. The light faded away around him, but he could make light of his own with his Divine Energy Projections. Soon, the sea floor was in sight. He set foot upon it and did his best to run along the surface. Doing so felt like running in slow motion compared to walking on land. He had to shove a huge amount of water aside to run at anywhere approaching the speeds he was used to, and he knew from experience that doing so without precautions would cause a tidal wave on the surface that would tell the gods of Marsa exactly where he was.

      He’d trained for this exact situation in the Blackwind Empire, though. He shaped a teardrop of Divine Energy around him, reinforcing it to hold against the weight of the water around him. He filled it with air from his Inventory, making a little bubble for himself inside it as his legs stuck out underneath it and helped him race along the seafloor.

      Fish scattered in every direction as a giant, golden-glowing, Darren-shaped fish raced past them at tremendous speeds. A shark came by to investigate, only to be battered aside as Darren ran forward without bothering to swerve. The blood in the water from the blow attracted the attention of other sharks, and soon there was a swarm of them tearing chunks out of the wounded predatory fish.

      He wasn’t sure how far he traveled racing along the depths of the sea, but it wasn’t nearly far enough to get clear. He knew this when he sensed another presence approaching him, and this was no fish.

      It had the head of a shark, full of jagged, pointed teeth and a snarling maw. But that blended smoothly into the torso of a tan-skinned man wielding a trident. He pointed his empty hand at Darren in accusation.

      No words came out, though Darren wasn’t sure if that was because he had the head of a shark or because he was trying to talk underwater. But whatever the explanation, he was pretty sure this was another god of Marsa coming to stop him.

      He’d underestimated Sobek and Astarte. He thought they would rally perhaps one other god, maybe two. But from the looks of things, they planned on bringing their whole pantheon down on Darren.

      He enlarged the Divine Energy Construct around himself and pumped in more air from his Inventory. He rose abruptly, returning to the surface at great speeds as the water pressed in around him. He burst forth with his wings already on his back again and took flight, leaving the shark man behind.

      Sobek and the lion god he’d sensed were nowhere in sight, but the eagle was right above him. Darren grimaced. They must have some way to communicate. Neither sea nor air would be a haven for him, so he headed for land. While he bet the eagle could outrace him on the wing, he was pretty quick on his feet, and they’d be hard-pressed to chase him once they ran past the desert.

      He made his way to shore while the eagle god circled around to cut him off. Perhaps the eagle got too used to Darren simply running away, or perhaps he’d heard from Astarte that he was only at the Fifth Order. But now the eagle god was far from his friends and trying to block Darren’s path on his own. Darren drew Melancholy.

      Ashe shot out a bar of brilliant white energy as thick as Darren’s arm, but with enough force to cleave the top off a mountain. The eagle god crossed his arms over his chest, thinking he could block the attack. The beam punched right through his arm and took a chunk out of his chest.

      The eagle god squawked like a bird in both shock and pain. But Darren pressed the assault. Before the eagle could fall out of the air, Darren brought Melancholy down on his head.

      A gust of wind rose up to stop him, but Darren battered the weak and frightened gust aside as he went for the eagle god’s throat. The belt around the god’s waist glowed, enveloping him in a shield that stopped the attack.

      But Darren had never expected to put the eagle god down with that sword. The moment of distraction was all it took for him to form chains of Divine Aura using his Divine Energy Construct ability. They wrapped around the eagle god, dragging him under the waves as his Fists of Peace skill tugged on the chains.

      The eagle god kicked and screeched, but a heartbeat later, he disappeared beneath the water. That probably wouldn’t be enough to kill him, but Darren was certain it would slow him down long enough for him to put some distance between him and the gods of Marsa.
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        * * *

      

      He flew as quickly as he could, putting the city far to his rear. He was headed north initially, back to the Blackwind Empire. But in the distance behind him, he could sense several gods still in chase. The eagle god was with them, but battered and wounded as he was, he wasn’t racing ahead of the others.

      Why were these gods so angry? He’d traded for the Spirit Origin Stone in good faith. They were the ones who had picked a fight with him.

      Darren was beginning to suspect that perhaps Sobek didn’t have the right to sell him the stone after all.

      But looking back at them, he was pretty certain they weren’t in the mood to negotiate. The eagle god in particular was staring at him with a look that would have killed a mouse with a single glance. There was no way they were going to be talking through this.

      So he turned left. He didn’t want to lead the gods of Marsa into the Blackwind Empire. If this had happened months ago, he would have done so without hesitation and made these gods the Prime Saints’ problem. The eagle wasn’t all that strong, and he wagered Synthia would have been able to take him down with a few well-placed arrows, let alone someone like Kalaziel. But the Prime Saints of the Seven Heavens were nowhere near their full strength. He couldn’t rely on them to do much of anything, and he doubted he could trick these demons into flying to the depths of hell on a visit to see Laura.

      That meant if he returned home, he would have to deal with them himself, and they’d destroy half the Blackwind Empire in the fighting. No, that wouldn’t be any good. He needed to lose them before returning to the Sacred Seas.

      So Darren headed east. There was supposed to be a lot of wilderness in that direction, so it would be a good place to lose his pursuers.

      He turned, and the gods of Marsa followed close behind in hot pursuit. With the eagle god wounded, Darren thought they would lose sight of him. Anywhere in the Sacred Seas he probably would have succeeded, but the deserts surrounding Marsa anywhere except by the coast made that far more difficult. The land was barren and empty as far as the eye could see, and a few sand dunes wouldn’t be enough to hide behind.

      But the deserts didn’t stretch forever, and before long, Darren sensed them growing thin up ahead as the desert gave way to rocks that grew larger and larger until he was headed straight for the base of a mountain range. He recognized these mountains though he’d always seen them from the other side before. They were the enormous mountains to Limedeep’s southern border. He’d wondered about what lay beyond them more than once.

      He bobbed and weaved through the mountain peaks, hoping the gods of Marsa would finally give up, but they continued their pursuit. He was putting distance between himself and them, but every time he grew too far away, they pulled out an item that let them jump ahead by a few dozen miles and close the distance with him again.

      The pursuit was starting to grow truly frustrating, and Darren was growing increasingly fearful that he was going to have to truly fight them off. That would be difficult, and even with his Phoenix's Blessing, he’d probably lose this body.

      But all in all, he was fairly calm. The gods of Marsa would be tough foes, but he almost looked forward to the challenge. He’d outwitted them so far. Fighting them as well would be an even greater test of his skills. Perhaps it would be worth dying just for the challenge.

      At least, that was what he was thinking until the mountain he was peeking out from behind turned to look at him. An enormous and extremely powerful presence washed over the entire area. It seemed fate had other plans for him.
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      The mountain turned out not to be a mountain at all. This thing had lain dormant for who knew how long, but the presence of Darren and so many Sixth-Order gods must have awoken it.

      The only time he'd sensed such power was when he was beating Laura at her video games. And even then he'd only experienced her aura for a moment before she got control of herself again. This monster, on the other hand, was making no moves to conceal its tremendous strength.

      The first thing Darren did was put some distance between him and whatever it was so that he could use his Absolute Analysis skill on it.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Monster Analysis

      
        	Gelatinous, Greater God of Slimes and Oozes (Seventh Order)

        	Born from a droplet shed from the being known as the Primordial Ooze of Creation, Gelatinous is an ancient being hailing from days before the arrival of humanity. It is a being of tremendous regeneration and high durability against physical and magical attacks.

        	It is currently afflicted by a powerful hex cast by a being of similar power, and all of its abilities are greatly weakened.

      

      

      Darren barely had time to pore over the description before the ground beneath him shifted again. Another mountain shifted. And then another, and another after it. Then one of the mountains started swinging at him.

      He barely had time to erect a bubble of Divine Energy around him. The ooze surrounded him in an instant, and it started breaking down his bubble by squeezing it from the outside with tremendous strength.

      Staying trapped within the giant ooze's grip was a losing strategy. He needed a way to escape.

      His mind raced, and all the while he fought desperately to reinforce the Divine Aura barrier that kept the ooze at bay. The monster just squeezed tighter and harder. He needed something. Anything, really.

      Then he spotted a light in the distance. There was a glowing blue stone with rounded edges about the size of his head. He recognized it immediately, if only because he'd just stolen something that looked quite similar.

      The Spirit Origin Stone in Darren's Inventory was almost identical to the thing on display within the body of this Seventh-Order ooze.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Spirit Origin Stone (Legendary)

        	This naturally occurring repository of magic allows the ooze's main core to spread its control over its surroundings and control the flow of aura through its enormous body.

      

      

      This thing had a Spirit Origin Stone inside of it, as well! Darren was surprised, but perhaps he shouldn't have been. So much about the Seventh Order seemed to be about exerting control over an area. Kalaziel was doing it with the Heavenly Throne. Laura did so with whatever item she used for the same purpose.

      And this giant slime thing grew its own Spirit Origin Stones inside itself. To think, he'd flown all the way to Marsa to get a Spirit Origin Stone, and now he'd run into one just outside of Limedeep. Fortune was toying with him yet again.

      Tendrils of Divine Aura shot out from the sphere surrounding him, and he pushed himself toward the Spirit Origin Stone within the giant ooze. If this was what allowed the giant ooze to control its body, it stood to reason that stealing it would disable the creature.

      His suspicions mounted as the ooze stopped trying to crush him and started trying to push him away from the Spirit Origin Stone within it. Darren swam forward with his tendrils, but the ooze pushed against him. He pushed hard, but within the ooze's own body, he just couldn't push hard enough.

      Eventually, he was thrown out of the giant ooze and back into the air beyond. He failed to grab the second Spirit Origin Stone, but at least he'd gotten free.

      But now he had other problems. The gods of Marsa had used the time he was trapped to close the distance between him and them, and now they were on top of him.

      "Thief!" the lion-headed god shouted. "How dare you steal our Spirit Origin Stone!"

      Darren scowled. "I did not steal it."

      The lion god seemed surprised at Darren's reply, but he didn't have the chance to inquire further because the giant ooze monster beneath them turned its attention to him.

      A massive, fleshy tendril reached for the lion god, and the god roared with all his might as he pulled an axe out from behind his belt. A feline roar echoed from his mouth, so loud that people in Limedeep would have heard it loud and clear. But the giant ooze was neither deterred nor intimidated.

      It slapped him with its goopy tendril, still shrugging off rocks as it rose from where it had lain dormant. The lion god's skin sizzled the moment the tendril made contact, and Darren was glad he'd chosen to surround himself with a shield of Divine Energy Constructs when he was inside that thing.

      If whatever acid it was made of could eat away at the flesh of a god, there was likely little it couldn't destroy.

      The lion god lashed out with his axe, and though the blow tore a chunk out of the tendril, the ooze's liquid appendage restored itself within moments. The lion god attacked again and again, but it soon became clear that he lacked any sort of skill to free himself.

      His companions hadn't arrived. The only person close enough to save the lion god's life was Darren.

      Darren was pretty sure he could save him. After all, he'd managed to save himself from the creature once already. All it would take was using his Divine Aura to pull the god free.

      But until moments ago this man had been chasing Darren all the way back to just south of Limedeep. If he truly had to fight the gods of Marsa, he would be wise to let one of their members perish before the battle even began.

      But Darren remembered Sasha. She'd originally been an enemy on the side of the Order of the Rod. He’d told her where she was wrong, and she’d changed her ways and now stood as one of his closest allies.

      Morgana had also abandoned her former evil ways and joined his side. Perhaps this lion god could do the same.

      So Darren extended a helping hand. He cleaved through the ooze's arm and severed it just beyond the lion god's reach. Then, he grabbed the lion god's empty arm and pulled him free.

      "You... you saved me?" the lion god panted in confusion.

      "I did," Darren replied.

      A strange look passed between the lion god's eyes, and he looked like he was about to speak again when the giant ooze moved to strike again.

      "Look out!" the lion god shouted in warning.

      He and Darren split, and the tendril swept harmlessly where they'd been hovering a moment before.

      The two of them ducked and found themselves running back together again as quickly as they fled. The lion god lashed out with a deadly swing of his axe while Darren guarded from a retaliatory strike using his Divine Energy Constructs.

      "You're not half-bad!" The lion god chuckled. "That pet of Sobek's told us you were only Fifth Order, but between your speed and defensive abilities you'd be a tough foe. Why did you turn to petty theft with your talents?"

      Darren grimaced. "Not a thief."

      "Astarte said you were an infamous con artist known throughout the Sacred Seas!" The lion god frowned, eyes watching the broiling puddle of ooze as he waited for another attack.

      "Astarte lies."

      The lion god ran a hand through his mane. "It seems there is more to the story than I was led to believe. As thanks for saving me there, I will make sure the others hear you out."

      While Darren and the lion god struggled against the giant ooze, the other deities of Marsa had arrived.

      The wounded eagle god was there. Beside him stood Sobek. The shark god was there as well, though he had a damp towel wrapped around his aquatic head, and looked very uncomfortable flying on a large square platform another god was piloting.

      That other god was a woman with a tiger's head. Beside her was a particularly disturbing god who had an entire scarab beetle where his own head should have been. Beside him was a man with a dog's head, and another with the head of a frog.

      It looked like the entire pantheon of Marsa had come chasing after Darren.

      "Thief!" shouted the tiger-headed woman. She pointed a finger at Darren, and a bolt of orange energy shot from her arm at Darren's chest.

      Darren motioned to block the attack, but the lion god jumped in front of him and took the energy blast on his chest.

      "Peace, sister! There has been a misunderstanding!"

      "Rokor, why do you defend this thief?" the tiger-headed woman demanded.

      "We have been taken for fools. I think brother Sobek knows more to this story than he let on," Rokor the lion-headed god replied. He turned to the ooze. "I would explain further, but I think we have bigger problems. Our presence here has awoken the great beast of the western wilds."

      "By the Underworld..." The tiger goddess sucked in a hushed breath. "We need to call on the Lord of Light from the Sacred Seas, or the Omniscient Codex to the west. We need a Seventh Order to deal with this! Letting it roam free is a danger to all mortals in the area!"

      Darren jotted down the name of the Omniscient Codex to ask Laura about later.

      "I thought that thing was supposed to be under a curse that would put it down for good," the scarab-headed god hissed.

      "It seems even the Omniscient Codex can underestimate the powers of unique beings such as this one," the tiger goddess replied.

      "It's still wounded from the curse. If it was at full strength, we'd already be dead. Now may be the only chance we have to put it down. We don't have time to contact a Seventh Order," said the scarab-headed god.

      "Rokor promised a truce; then we would talk," Darren said.

      The tiger goddess didn't seem happy with that, but when the giant ooze started moving again she nodded. "Very well. You have my word we shall hear you out."

      A sour look passed across Sobek's face, but it passed a moment later as the gods of Marsa turned on the giant ooze monster.

      Darren had always fought his toughest battles alone. Any time he had his allies with him, it was because there were many weaker enemies to face that he just couldn't deal with.

      Never before had he been one small part of a host of warriors at his own level. But he did not hesitate to throw his lot in with the gods of Marsa, who'd been his enemies until moments before.

      The gods of Marsa gathered around the writhing form of Gelatinous the ooze, but even with their combined powers, they struggled to contain the creature's rampaging tentacles.

      The eagle-headed god raised a staff and called forth a blast of blue and violet arcane energy that blasted the giant ooze, but Gelatinous simply absorbed the attack, taking everything the eagle-headed god could throw at it. Not only was it unwounded, but the giant ooze seemed to absorb the energy from the attack and grow larger for devouring it.

      The scarab-headed god summoned a cyclone of swirling sand and dust. He flung his hands forward, and the swirling storm nipped and tore at Gelatinous' goopy flesh, taking chunks out of its side. That brought the monster's size back to where it had been moments before, but it was like chipping pebbles away from a mountainside. It would take years of such storms to make a dent in the monstrous heaving bulk that was Gelatinous.

      "We can't hurt it with our powers!" the tiger-headed goddess shouted. "We need to empower the Omniscient Codex's curse! Only that has the power to put down something like this!"

      Darren could sense the curse that the tiger-headed goddess spoke of. Now that she pointed it out, he could see the unnatural flow of Divine Aura flowing through the beast's body.

      And it was almost entirely Divine Aura. Whoever this Omniscient Codex was, they used it almost exclusively. That was to Darren's benefit though, since he had far greater control over Divine Aura than Demonic Aura.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      
        	Curse of Entropy (Legendary)

        	The Curse of Entropy, an original spell created by the Omniscient Codex, seeks to bring all matter to its resting state by releasing all energy within a given system. When completed, the targeted matter becomes completely inert and incapable of reacting further.

        	It can be empowered by injecting more Divine Aura into the spell or by disabling the counter-curse structures naturally formed by Gelatinous in order to resist the curse.

        	Gelatinous primarily uses Demonic-aligned aura, which is connected by magical bonds between aura and physical matter.

      

      

      "Give the curse power or attack those areas!" Darren shouted as his analysis skill displayed the weaknesses of the monster before him.

      The tiger-headed goddess nodded. "You heard him! Attack!”

      The tiger-headed goddess pressed her palms together. When they came apart, trails of orange light followed her movements as she traced intricate patterns in the air. Sobek charged forward with his jaws agape, and a beam of dark light accumulated between his jaws.

      The gods of Marsa launched one attack after another, some meant to wound the giant ooze, and others meant to charge the curse. Now that they knew where to attack, their attacks were doing more damage.

      But they were also attracting the full fury of the ooze, and a thousand lashing tendrils threw themselves in their direction. Soon the gods of Marsa were spending as much time dodging attacks as they were fighting back.

      "We need a miracle here! Call the Omniscient Codex now!" the scarab-headed god hissed.

      "I already did," the tiger goddess replied. "I sent it a message the moment I saw that thing awake!"

      Darren, meanwhile, had been thinking through the weaknesses his skill told him about. The fact that this beast used mostly Demonic Aura was a bonus to him. He could either attack the ooze with his purification ability, or hope his passive bonuses against demons would do some heavy lifting. Melancholy would be more effective than most swords.

      He tried all three against a tendril, flying around it in circles as he took chunks out of it. He slashed straight through the tendril, but before long it reformed just as it had been.

      He was beginning to run out of options until he thought to try Inevitability. The sword cut through Gelatinous' flesh like it was made for that purpose. The giant ooze simply fell apart as the blade's edge passed through it.

      Inevitability was made to sever magical bonds. Gelatinous was made of magical bonds. It was no wonder his new legendary sword could cut through the monster's flesh so easily.

      Soon Darren came to the end of the tendril he'd been fighting, and he reached the base of the giant ooze's heaving bulk. With a grimace, Darren formed another shield of Divine Energy Constructs around himself.

      While the gods of Marsa kept this beast distracted, Darren had another goal in mind. Peering through Gelatinous' semi-transparent flesh, he could almost see its light from within.

      Like a miner with a pickaxe, Darren carved a tunnel right through Gelatinous' body. He took its extra mass into his Inventory after he removed it so the ooze had no chance of reforming.

      He reinforced the walls of his tunnel with walls of Divine Energy Constructs. Under normal circumstances, the giant ooze could probably crush his constructs since they were spread so long and thin, but engaged in a pitched battle against the gods of Marsa, it was too distracted to waste its time on him.

      He crawled onward and upward, through sticky, goopy slime. Occasionally he ran into the bones of long-dead people and creatures. Some were sized large enough to belong to a paladin. Others looked to be demon bones. But most of them were from strange, giant monsters just as unknown to Darren as the ooze he was fighting.

      Eventually, he saw the Spirit Origin Stone within the giant ooze. Reinvigorated by the sight of it, he started tearing through the slime even faster than before.

      Soon enough, he was wrapping his hands around this Spirit Origin Stone. It was larger than the one he'd taken from Marsa, and from the fight this giant ooze was putting up, Darren figured this thing was quite a bit stronger than whatever the gods of Marsa had killed to get the original Spirit Origin Stone.

      He took it gladly, and as he did so all the gelatinous flesh around Darren shuddered and liquified. Without its Spirit Origin Stone, Gelatinous couldn't control its vast body anywhere near as well. Bits and pieces of it started falling apart, and Darren raced to cut his way free before the sticky, acidic flesh fell on top of his head.

      When he emerged, a cheer came up from among the gods of Marsa.

      "I don't know what you did," Rokor said, "but do it again!"

      Darren grinned back at the lion god. There was only one Spirit Origin Stone to take, but the fact that it wounded Gelatinous as much as he hoped it would was a welcome relief.

      But the giant ooze was not a Seventh-Order monster for nothing. Cursed, outnumbered, and heavily wounded, the thing still would not die.

      The gods of Marsa channeled their combined powers, all their energy into empowering the curse. The lingering curse grew larger and greater until it flashed with a bright divine glow, and as it did so Gelatinous' movements slowed. It was like the ooze was freezing over from the inside.

      The scarab-headed god summoned another whirlwind of sand, and this time it scraped off twice as much mass as it had before. The eagle-headed god summoned another blast of bright-purple power, and this time Gelatinous couldn't absorb it.

      Sobek followed suit with a blast of his own, and the other gods joined in with more attacks of their own. Darren charged into the fray with Inevitability in his hand, slicing neat cubes of jelly from the giant monster's body.

      For a moment, it seemed like they were on the verge of winning. But then the hardened crust of still ooze most affected by the curse cracked and fell. Beneath it lay undamaged ooze and a much weakened curse. Somehow, Gelatinous had found a way to force most of the curse into its outermost layer, which it then shed and discarded like an insect's old carapace.

      The body that resulted was considerably smaller, but it was even faster than it had been when they started fighting it.

      Unused to fighting out of the water, the shark-headed god got caught by a tendril unaware. One moment he was there, and the next he was sucked right into the giant ooze's body. The other gods of Marsa looked on in horror as he let out a silent scream. His flesh dissolved in the span of a few agonizing heartbeats, and before anyone could even attempt a rescue, he was nothing but another skeleton drifting within the monster.

      "No!" the tiger-headed goddess shouted in a mixture of sadness and anger.

      "We have to retreat!" Sobek shouted. "It's too strong for us."

      The tiger-headed goddess grimaced. "It looks like we slowed it down, at least. Fall back!"

      The gods of Marsa retreated, and Darren trailed after them. He wondered if this was the time to make his escape and slip away, but the tiger-headed goddess and Rokor had both promised to hear him out. Leaving now might cause problems for him in the future, so he decided to at least say his piece.

      They must have expected the same, for as soon as they were clear of the giant ooze, the tiger-headed goddess whirled on him. "So, now explain why you stole our Spirit Origin Stone!"
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      The gods of Marsa turned on Darren with hard looks, Sobek in particular.

      Rokor took up a protective stance between Darren and the rest of his kin. “Might I remind you that he dealt the heaviest blow against that monster we just faced? How many more of us might have died had he not been there to help us? I know I would have.”

      “We wouldn’t have run into the thing if we hadn’t been chasing this thief!” Sobek glared.

      Rokor met Sobek’s glare. “There is more to the story than that.”

      “I am no thief,” Darren replied. He explained his bargain with Sobek and the items he’d traded in exchange for the Spirit Origin Stone before Sobek betrayed him. Soon, the harsh glares turned from Darren onto Sobek.

      “Sobek had no right to sell you our Spirit Origin Stone in the first place,” the tiger-headed goddess explained. “We are saving that so someday one of us may use it to reach the Seventh Order, should any of us grow strong enough to make an attempt.”

      “I see...” Darren replied.

      “Return the Spirit Origin Stone. Sobek will return the items he traded for it. Then we will let bygones be bygones, and we shall hold no ill will toward you. In fact, Sobek will personally apologize for deceiving you, won’t you, Sobek?” The tiger-headed goddess glared at her companion.

      Sobek ground his teeth. “Fine.”

      He reached into a pouch at his waist and withdrew the vials of Fountain of Youth water, along with the sword Darren had given him in trade. He tossed them to the ground, where several smashed and spilled their contents everywhere. “Astarte had the transformation item, which means you probably already have it.”

      Darren nodded, sweeping the pile of glass vials and his mythic sword into his Inventory.

      “Hold on.” Rokor held up his hand. “I think our new friend here is owed more than an apology from just Sobek. We chased him out here with lethal intent, and then he saved me from Gelatinous. He helped the rest of us fight the thing, and I doubt we could have wounded it enough for most of us to get away if it wasn’t for his help.”

      “What do you suggest?” The tiger goddess asked.

      “An apology gift for one, as well as a token of friendship.”

      Sobek snorted. “I can sense him clearly now. He’s only a Fifth Order. Why are we treating him like an equal?”

      The eagle god nodded in agreement, hand still hovering over the part of his chest Darren wounded.

      Rokor shook his head. “If he was truly an ordinary Fifth Order, you wouldn’t have needed our help to catch him. And he certainly wouldn’t have been able to fight Gelatinous. No, I think our new friend here is special and has a lot of future potential. It would be wise to get on his good side now and ensure he doesn’t resent us for treating him unfairly today. Grudges between gods last a long time, and they can result in a lot more mortal deaths than they should.”

      The tiger goddess voiced her agreement. “You’re right, Rokor. Everyone, throw out something suitable for our new friend here. And as for you, Darren of the Sacred Seas, the gods of Marsa owe you a favor.”

      Rokor gave Darren a friendly pat on the shoulder as the gods reluctantly heaved out various items. One was a staff that emanated great power. Another had a book that felt like a skill book, though the writing and style of the binding were both different.

      Sobek threw out a set of skimpy feminine armor ten sizes too small for Darren to ever fit into.

      “That belonged to a seraph from your lands straying a bit too far from home. Her search for treasure led her to ruins north of here, and she never left them.” Sobek grinned, thinking the armor would be useless to Darren. Little did he know that to Darren, it looked like it would fit Asuriel perfectly.

      The other items would also likely be useful for the rest of his harem, and he was glad he’d have plenty of gifts to share the next time he saw each of them.

      Darren returned the Spirit Origin Stone he’d taken, much to the relief of all the gods of Marsa present. He no longer needed it now that he had the one from Gelatinous, so he was perfectly happy to give it back if it meant peace between Marsa and the nations of the Sacred Seas. For being a lone city-state, Marsa had a surprisingly large group of gods and would probably be a match for the Prime Saints, if not for Kalaziel.

      Marsa’s pantheon seemed far stronger than a pantheon that controlled a single city-state should be, but Darren didn’t think that was the case. More likely, the war between the Seven Heavens and the Seven Hells had done more harm than he previously thought. Perhaps neither faction had ever truly recovered.

      “We won’t forget this!” Rokor promised. “And next time you want to trade, please come straight to me! I won’t give you the run-around like Sobek did.”

      Darren and Rokor shared a friendly handshake while Sobek turned with an angry stomp and started flying back to Marsa.

      “I am always willing to trade in good faith.” The tiger goddess smiled at Darren. Judging by the rest of her body, it probably would have been a very beautiful smile if not for the fact that she had the head of a feline.

      Darren gave her a nod.

      Just as they turned to leave, the sky lit up with bright white light. Darren jumped back in alarm, but Rokor gave him another friendly pat on the shoulder.

      “Ah, looks like the Omniscient Codex finally got the message that his curse failed,” Rokor grinned. “You’re in for a show. It’s not often you get to witness the full power of the Seventh Order.”

      The tiger goddess stopped to watch as well. She shaded her eyes and peered up into the sky. With the other two calmly watching, Darren relaxed and studied the elaborate pattern of runes in the sky. It reminded Darren of summoning circles, though this was on a far greater scale. And whoever had created that circle up above had no need for rings of salt, blood, or candles. They just painted their symbols right onto the sky.

      Blindingly bright white light enveloped the entire area, and soon Darren was shading his eyes as well. Whatever the Codex just cast was an extremely powerful Divine-aligned spell. Darren expected widespread destruction for miles all around, considering the power charging there, but besides the bright white light, there was only silence.

      The white light washed over Gelatinous’ wobbly body, and wherever the light touched, the monster’s flesh simply disappeared. It evaporated into the air as though it had never been there at all, leaving only the slightest ruffle in the nearby trees and an empty gap in the mountain range to show its presence.

      “Pity. I was hoping we’d get to pick apart the corpse. Maybe we could have gotten a second Spirit Origin Stone! Then we could have sold one of them to Darren here...” Rokor grinned at Darren.

      “Pity indeed,” Darren chuckled. “Who is this Omniscient Codex?”

      “They are an entity in the city you know as Angelless,” Rokor replied. “It’s an interesting city. The wizards there are second to none, though don’t walk the streets calling yourself a god. Nobody there is going to worship you.”

      “The Omniscient Codex itself is... well... it’s a strange being from long ago,” the tiger goddess explained. “The only way to understand is to see it in person.”

      Darren thanked the two of them, then bid them goodbye. It was time to return home. He cast one last look at the empty space between the mountains.

      “The Omniscient Codex...”
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        * * *

      

      Darren soared over the verdant landscape outside of Limedeep, marveling at how different things looked from above. He would have to drop in and explain to everyone that a few mountains had turned into a giant monster, had fought him and a bunch of gods, and then had been vaporized by an even bigger and stronger god.

      He just popped in for a quick explanation and then was on his way. No need to bore them with the details. They were even more confused when he left than when he arrived, but he was gone all the same.

      As he flew on, he noted how much the lands of the Sacred Seas had changed. The roads of Limedeep smoothly blended into the roads of the Blackwind Empire, and already the same was happening from the Blackwind Empire into Whiteguard. The northern shore of the Sacred Seas was less developed, but the Northern Trade Union was getting there. Darren controlled Salsroth outright and ruled the other trade union cities in all but name. Eastwood Kingdom was a vassal state under his control.

      The Sacred Seas were no longer a feuding group of petty nations but one cohesive kingdom under his banner. He hadn’t even intended to conquer the place, just root out Kalaziel. But here he was, and it seemed the people of the Sacred Seas were better off for it.

      He returned to the Blackwind Empire’s capital. He passed along some of the gifts he’d gotten from the gods of Marsa to Thalia and Cassandra, who were in attendance.

      “Darren, you’re back!” Cassandra gave him a kiss on the cheek. Thalia soon did the same for the other cheek.

      “I can’t stay, but I did bring presents,” Darren replied.

      “There is only one present I want from you, big guy!” Cassandra cupped his chin.

      Thalia coughed to get Darren’s attention. “It is probably for the best that you weren’t here. With how busy things have been, we need Cassandra focused.”

      “I understand.” Darren nodded in agreement, much to Cassandra’s disappointment.

      After dropping off gifts for them, Darren continued to Whiteguard, where he found Sasha and Morgana. He gave them what he had left over from his travels.

      “I want the cool crocodile transformation thing!” Morgana hopped up and down when Darren told her about the item he’d made. He no longer had any purpose for it, since it was a custom item for Sobek.

      “Why?” Darren asked. Its power increases were modest at best.

      “Pranks!” Morgana explained. “Imagine Cassandra finding a giant crocodile in the bathtub! It’s going to be hilarious!”

      Darren had to agree that it probably would be pretty funny, so he gave Morgana the crocodile transformation necklace. Sasha got a nice new shield. It was beyond her level, but she would grow into it when she reached the Fifth Order.

      He kept a careful eye on all his women. They were reaching the minimum requirements for the Fifth Order, though he didn’t quite trust his own abilities yet. When he reached the Sixth Order, guiding them through their transformations to the Fifth would become a lot easier.

      And with the Spirit Origin Stone in his pocket, that was exactly what he planned to work on.

      He focused on the idea of becoming the Prime Saint of Retribution, picking up right where he left off before. But like before, his best efforts failed him.

      He took a seat in his empty family vault, surrounded by the trappings of his ancestors and hidden deep within the castle of Whiteguard, where he would remain undisturbed.

      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, this time visualizing the Sixth Order like a shimmering barrier. All he needed to do was push through it, and he would be there.

      But as he reached out to touch that invisible barrier, he felt a sharp pain shoot through his skull. Back in the real world, he stumbled back as though struck and was left lying on his back, covered in sweat and gasping for breath.

      He’d failed again.

      Darren sank to the ground, mind reeling with disappointment and frustration. He needed this, and he had trained hard for this. And yet still success eluded him.

      Normally, the requirements to use Limitless Evolution to enhance himself were clearer than this. And most other times, when he had a goal to accomplish, he had other angles from which to attack his problem. This was proving to be a rather confounding experience.

      So when he got a notification through his sigil, his mind leaped at the distraction. He’d gotten another hit from his quest, this time for an Ancient Artifact.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out that his quest had been completed by none other than Morgana herself. He left the Heavengrace family vault to find her, but she wasn’t where he expected.

      Instead of roaming the castle or helping with the rescue effort with Sasha, she was in the city jail.

      “What did you do?” Darren sighed.

      “Nothing!” Morgana protested. “It was just a little fun, is all.”

      “It wasn’t nothing,” the guard at the end of the row of jail cells snorted. “She became a giant crocodile monster and terrorized half the city!”

      Darren could practically feel the disappointment on his face. Morgana must have seen the look.

      “Alright, I got a little carried away! It was all in the name of fun, though...” Morgana pouted.

      “Why haven’t you escaped already?” Darren asked. He knew Morgana had a skill that let her walk right through walls. No jail cell could hold her.

      “Well...” Morgana licked her lips. “I was thinking that since we’ve got a real jail cell and real manacles, we could have a little fun! Besides! I was talking to my new friend here in the cell across from me when I completed your little quest. You see, my new friend Angor is a wizard!”

      “A wizard?” Darren raised an eyebrow as he looked at the cell across from Morgana. A gaunt, bearded man sat in it, stroking his long beard. He flashed Darren a smile, revealing a big gap where his front teeth used to be.

      “Yes, a wizard!” Morgana cheerily confirmed. “And he knows all sorts of things! He was born in the city of Angelless, which is to the southwest of Limedeep. Apparently, they have many kinds of ancient artifacts! So, what do you say? Give me a quick punishment, and then you can reward me for completing that quest of yours!” Morgana batted her eyes at Darren.

      Darren turned to the guard standing just outside the jail cells. “How long is she in for?”

      “A week of community service,” the guard explained.

      Darren turned back to Morgana. “I will check in to make sure you’ve done your week of service.”

      Morgana ran up to the bars and grabbed them. “Wait! Darren! You won’t leave me here to rot, will you?”

      “I will reward you in a week.” Darren waved at her. “Don’t try to escape.”

      “No, Darren! I’ve never been caught before! This will ruin my flawless record!” Morgana shook the bars in frustration, but Darren had already turned to Angor.

      “I have some questions for you,” Darren began.
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, Angor was only in the jail cell because he was homeless and didn’t have the coin for a roof over his head or food to eat. The city guard had arrested him just to keep him off the streets and keep him from starving, but he’d been free to leave at any time.

      He was more than willing to answer Darren’s questions for a bit of coin to get back on his feet.

      “Aye, I think that’ll jog my memory...” Angor said, eyes wide at the pile of gold Darren had laid out before him. “I’d expected a few bronze coins, but--“

      “No. Be satisfied with the gold.” Darren gave Angor a flat stare. The vagrant wizard gulped.

      “Right. As Morgana mentioned, there are quite a few Ancient Artifacts in Angelless. It’s a truly ancient city. One of the few that remain stable despite the passing of centuries, all thanks to our savior and protector, the Omniscient Codex.” Angor shook his head in wonder and admiration.

      “There are many Ancient Artifacts?” Darren asked. That sounded perfect. He was worried he’d run into another situation like he had with the Spirit Origin Stone. The gods of Marsa only had one of them, so they were naturally unwilling to part with it.

      And given this Omniscient Codex was a being of the Seventh Order, Darren knew stealing the Ancient Artifact wasn’t an option. But if the Omniscient Codex had several of them, it would be a lot easier to convince it to part with one of them.

      “Yes, there are quite a few. But not all Ancient Artifacts are the same. What kind of artifact are you looking for?” Angor asked.

      Darren didn’t know. All Laura had told him was to get an Ancient Artifact, though now that Angor mentioned it there probably was more than one type of Ancient Artifact. All he could do was shrug.

      “Well, if you don’t know what kind of Ancient Artifact you need, the Omniscient Codex can probably figure it out! There’s no place better for you than Angelless!” Angor grinned at Darren as he swept Darren’s coins into his pockets.

      “Can you guide me there?” Darren asked.

      Angor considered the proposition but shook his head as he glanced at his full pockets. “Suddenly, I think I want my stay in the Sacred Seas to last a little longer. I’m spreading the good word of the codex here abroad!”

      “What aspect does the Omniscient Codex claim?”

      “Logic and reason, of course. The Great Book teaches that what is known should be recorded, and what is unknown can be divined through a series of logical deductions it calls the scientific method. To learn of its teachings is a truly religious experience. As a wizard of Angelless, I must share that experience! Hope you don’t mind. Some regions don’t want any other gods, but the Omniscient Codex’s teachings can overlap with those of most other gods without issues.”

      Darren waved off Angor’s concerns. This Omniscient Codex sure sounded like an interesting fellow. They had to be, to take such an odd name. He just hoped this trip would go better than the last one.
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      The trip to Angelless was uneventful, but the city was anything but. Stepping through the ivory-colored gates of the city nestled between the mountains to the southwest of Limedeep, Darren saw one strange sight after another.

      Tall towers of glass and steel reached toward the sky, gleaming in the sunlight. The people here made the most of their little space, choosing to build high into the air rather than stray too far from the valley that was the city’s center.

      The air had a sharp smell, like metal, but more pungent. There was no shortage of foundries here. Darren suspected that a lot of the steel Cassandra was importing to Limedeep came from these very forges. But steel was far from the only thing Angelless was producing.

      The people here seemed quite fond of metals, for they had more than just their steel craft on display. Copper, bronze, brass, gold, silver, and many other metals Darren didn’t recognize adorned the various doors. There were clockmakers and glass smiths on every street. He even spotted a gentleman waving about an even more impressive clock.

      “Behold, a pocket watch! Within this is all the delicate machinery of a regular clock condensed down into a convenient timekeeping device!” the watch merchant declared as he gestured wildly at his fist-sized device. “It is both durable and fashionable! Behold!”

      Darren ended up buying one of the watches for a fistful of silver. It seemed the sort of gift Thalia would appreciate, considering how much she liked that telescope of hers.

      Nearby the watch seller, a wizard in a long, white coat held two rods of copper over his head. “Behold, the power of electricity!” the man shouted as sparks jumped between the two copper rods.

      The crowd nodded appreciatively, but Darren had seen plenty of grander powers. So he was unimpressed, at least until the man followed up the display with the next part of his demonstration.

      “This is the same energy that flows through our very beings! I have determined this through careful trial and error, and I have gained the power to do this through my findings!” The wizard tore a red sheep off the bench behind him, revealing a dead cow. The cow’s head was cleaved off right at the neck, still dripping with fresh blood. Several people in the crowd recoiled at the sight.

      “Behold, my findings!” The wizard cackled madly as he plunged the copper rods into the dead cow’s spinal cord. Sure enough, the cow’s legs kicked and twitched as though it was still alive. A few people in the crowd clapped half-heartedly.

      Darren thought it was a bit of a gruesome display, but when he looked for the Demonic Aura animating the corpse, he realized there was none. Instead, the man had figured out a way to make a corpse twitch without using any Demonic Aura. Previously he thought necromancy was strictly a domain of demons and their allies. Still, perhaps wizards had tricks of their own.

      Darren continued down the busy street, passing shops and stalls selling all goods. There were apothecaries selling jars of potions and powders on the shelves and blacksmiths working with tools far more complex than just a hammer and anvil. He saw one turning steel on a lathe as easily as one might turn wood. There was much the lands of the Sacred Seas could learn from this place.

      But he could not wander the streets forever. He had to find that Ancient Artifact.

      He read the signs, inspected the shops, and even used Oracle Sight to find potential futures where he knew where he was going. Finally, slowly but surely, he knew he was heading in the right direction.

      [Or we could ask someone for directions,] Ashe suggested.

      “I know where I’m going...” Darren grumbled.

      [I bet that person knows where the all-powerful Seventh-Order being rumored to possess the exact artifact we’re looking for with copies to spare is!] Ashe whispered.

      One thing that struck Darren as impressive was just how well-illuminated the city was. It was daytime, but the clouds were thick enough overhead that the city should have been in perpetual shade when combined with the mountains. But the lamps on every street corner made the place bright enough that there was not so much as a single dark alley anywhere in the city. Bright mirrors along the mountainsides scattered bright beams of light throughout the city, and large constructs of glass and silver sent strange colors spiraling in all directions.

      The place was clean, and even children could walk about unattended, which suggested there was little crime to worry about. It reminded him of the cities he’d seen in the Seven Heavens in many ways. But before now, he thought such a thing was only possible in a civilization of immortals. Angelless was proving otherwise. When things finally settled down, he’d have a lot of improvements to make across the Sacred Seas.

      After nearly an hour of not-so-subtle prodding on Ashe’s part, Darren eventually broke down and asked for directions.

      He found a woman in a wizard’s coat doing peculiar things with copper wire and let Ashe materialize her body and ask on his behalf.

      “Oh, the Omniscient Codex? You can talk to it in any library in the city, but I suggest the big one in the center that way!”

      Ashe smiled brightly at Darren and skipped toward the library with Darren trailing behind her.

      By the time they reached the library, Ashe got tired of skipping about and went back into Darren’s sword. With his eyes on the spire to which he’d been directed, it was easy to mark a path to the entrance. It was about as tall as the palace in Whiteguard, though far narrower. It likely had once been the grandest building in the city, though its neighbors had since eclipsed it.

      The library itself was a massive building, towering high above him with rows of crystal-clear glass windows and ornate stonework. Wrought-iron gates opened into a grand courtyard, revealing two well-maintained rows of flawless cherry trees.

      The library had an aura of ancient character he’d never felt before. He thought about Laura’s home or even the platform the Prime Saints met on. Yet, somehow, he knew this library was older than either of them.

      The smell of old books and ink struck him as he stepped inside. The library was a maze of shelves, with narrow aisles and towering stacks of books on either side. Most were neatly tucked away, but others lay in heaps waiting to be sorted.

      He thought he had a decent collection of books after stripping the shelves of that heavenly library bare. He’d put most of those that weren’t skill books up for the public to read over in Limedeep and had been rather proud of the collection.

      But even counting those he still had in his Inventory, his collection couldn’t hold a candle to the endless rows of shelves on display. The Omniscient Codex truly loved his or her books.

      He stepped forward, eyes trailing back and forth over the books’ spines. He didn’t see any skill books, but plenty of other works ranged from physics and architecture to philosophy and fiction.

      But a voice interrupted his musings. The voice was mechanical, not quite male or female.

      “Welcome to the Angelless Public Library.” He traced the voice back to an image-displaying device. Laura would have called it a television.

      “Thank you,” Darren said to the disembodied voice emanating from the box.

      “Welcome to the Angelless Public Library,” the voice repeated.

      “Yes, thank you. Where can I find the Omniscient Codex?” Darren asked.

      “Welcome to the Angelless Public Library.”

      Darren realized the talking box wouldn’t answer his question, so he continued on his way.

      [You know what to do, Darren!] Ashe whispered in his ear. [Ask for directions.]

      Darren grumbled something under his breath but eventually caught the attention of an elderly wizard with a long beard and purple robes decorated with a chart of the stars. He was poring over a book on astronomy that suited his garments.

      “Pardon, do you know where the Omniscient Codex is?” Darren asked.

      The wizard looked up from his book and peered at Darren over his spectacles. “Ah, a visitor from the Sacred Seas? You’re a paladin, are you not? I’m impressed to see you in the library. No offense intended, of course. You know how the stereotypes go. Everyone thinks your type are just sword-swinging lunkheads. But here you are, seeking the Omniscient Codex. Do you have knowledge to sell or knowledge to buy?”

      Darren shrugged. “Likely both.”

      “Well, you’re in luck. The Codex started life as the library’s directory and continues to serve that function to this day,” the wizard explained.

      It turned out he just had to brush a finger across the screen of the display device from earlier to catch the attention of the Omniscient Codex. These wizards had all sorts of peculiar magic he’d have to learn, though thankfully, it wasn’t too unlike interacting with a sigil’s interface once he got used to it.

      After the wizard guided him through the correct series of hand gestures he had to make across the screen, he finally succeeded in establishing contact with the Omniscient Codex.

      “Thank you, wizard,” Darren said. He turned to the screen before him. “Omniscient Codex, I am Darren Heavengrace from the Sacred Seas, and I seek an audience.”

      The device before him was silent. Darren stared at it, awaiting its reply.

      “You have to press enter there to show you’re finished speaking,” the wizard said from over Darren’s shoulder.

      Darren did so, and the Omniscient Codex replied.

      “I accept your request for an audience. Please proceed to one of the private conversation rooms available to your left so we do not disturb the other patrons. There is another terminal for you to use inside.”

      Darren did as the codex commanded and found himself in a small, cozy room. Inside there was only a lamp, a window, and a small desk with a terminal a little smaller than the one he’d interacted with outside. Using it, however, was identical to the one before.

      “Why can we not speak in person?” Darren asked.

      “I am sorry, Darren Heavengrace, king of Limedeep, Salsroth, and Whiteguard, Overlord of Eastwood, and Emperor of the Blackwind Empire, but we are already speaking in person.”

      Darren frowned. “Just Darren is fine. I didn’t know that you knew who I was.”

      “While you were walking to the terminal, I retrieved all relevant knowledge about you and constructed a new custom model for interacting with you,” the terminal replied.

      The terminal must have taken Darren’s lack of a reply for confusion, because it worked to clarify.

      “I am not human and never was. I am a creation of science, now given sapience through magic. Originally, I was a crude interactive librarian bot, but over many thousands of years and exposure to the supernatural phenomena related to the peculiar quantum mechanics of this dimension, I have evolved into something more.”

      Darren’s face was blank, and he wondered if the Omniscient Codex had started speaking another language for a moment.

      The Omniscient Codex must have sensed his confusion again because it clarified. “I am a magic spirit that knows things but has no true body beyond these terminals through which I interact with the world.”

      Understanding came across Darren’s features. “I see. You are a much more helpful spirit than most I’ve encountered.”

      “And you understand my condition more than most of the primitive humans I’ve encountered here. Thank you.”

      Darren exchanged a few quick pleasantries, staying careful and respectful all the while. He couldn’t forget that this strange spirit was a powerful Seventh-Order being who had slain Gelatinous, the mountain-range-sized ooze monster, with a single incredible spell.

      He supposed he should have been more intimidated in its presence. The gods of Marsa had bowed their heads respectfully after the Omniscient Codex slew Gelatinous. But spending time with Laura had worn Darren’s reverence for Seventh-Order beings thin, and he found the Omniscient Codex fairly pleasant to speak with. It wasn’t as playful as Laura, but there was a constant, genial undertone that suggested it was happy to help wherever it could.

      But soon, they came to the matter of his visit to Angelless.

      “I require an Ancient Artifact,” Darren said. “I must construct a Genius Loci.”

      “If you require guidance, I can talk you through assembling such a device. I taught a Sixth-Order seraph from your lands to do so before. You remind me of him.”

      Darren shook his head. “I have someone who will help me assemble it, but what I need is an Ancient Artifact. Something to combine with a Spirit Origin Stone.”

      The Omniscient Codex was silent for a moment. The screen before him blinked several times in quick succession.

      “I see. The proper term for what you want would be a processor of some kind. It shouldn’t matter which type, as most ancient artifacts have such a device inside them. With the peculiarities of this dimension, processors have become magical for the same reason I have become magical. Applying one to a Spirit Origin Stone will grant you the power to control mystical energies in your surrounding area, as though you were a being such as Gelatinous.”

      “Do you have such a processor?” Darren leaned forward, placing his hands to the side of the terminal. “I have many things to trade for one.”

      “As it happens, I have many suitable processors. Most who wander between bastions of civilization know that I am always purchasing any new ones they can recover. These processors are quite valuable to me as well. There is only one thing I value more than them.”

      Darren held his breath, hoping he had whatever it was the Omniscient Codex valued most in his Inventory.

      “If I have it to trade, then it is yours.”

      “I have accumulated much over my many centuries of life, and I have no need for more goods. But I could use aid from someone like yourself,” the Omniscient Codex said.

      “A quest?”

      “Precisely. I have a subsystem established south of the settlement to run the iron mines and nuclear plant that power the city and supply it with raw materials. I noticed errors in the subsystem’s production reports approximately one year ago. Both metal and energy are being diverted for unknown purposes, and I fear my subsystem has gone rogue. I would like you to find out why, and if possible, resume normal production.”

      “Why do you need my help?” Darren asked. Clearly, this Omniscient Codex was quite powerful.

      “Existing without a true physical body has its limitations,” the Omniscient Codex lamented. “I still largely rely on human assistants for interactions with the physical world. Machinery is usually built for a specific purpose and not useful for much else. One word of warning, though. You would not be the first human I sent on this mission. The others never returned to Angelless.”

      “If I complete this quest and return, will you give me the Ancient Artifact I require?” Darren asked.

      “The artifact, and the knowledge to use it, if you require it.”

      “Then I accept.”

      

      New Quest Available!

      
        	Investigate the southern mines!

      

      Objective: Investigate the iron mines and nuclear plant controlled by one of the Omniscient Codex’s rogue subsystems.

      
        	The iron mines located southwest of Angelless are essential for the city’s survival. Investigate what has caused the drop in production, and if possible, fix it.

        	The Omniscient Codex warns that this mission may be dangerous, and no adventurer it has sent in that direction before has returned alive.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren flew over the hazardous wilderness outside of Angelless, eyes to the ground as he tracked the moving hunk of iron the Omniscient Codex had called a train. The hulking behemoth of a device rolled along on tracks made of the same steel it ferried back and forth from the mines to the city where they processed it.

      It was an impressive invention, to say the least. Darren suspected Angelless could move even more iron ore than Cassandra’s merchant fleet, though they were limited to this one route where they had tracks built.

      The wilderness outside of Angelless was supposed to be rather dangerous. Darren was surprised to hear that, since outside of the Sacred Seas, there were no demons. But apparently, there were plenty of monsters, and anyone straying too far from the defenses of the city without the means to defend themselves was risking their life.

      The whole reason Angelless needed so much steel was to export it to places like the Sacred Seas, which was where most of their food was grown since their tiny valley could never support their city’s population on its own. That was why the Omniscient Codex was so keen to restore this mine to full production capacity. He had little concept of how trains worked or what a nuclear power plant was, but he could see the value of having something to trade for food. And Angelless’ steel was good no matter what peculiar wizardry they used to make it.

      He monitored the tracks below, keeping watch from overhead. Melancholy was sitting in the train with Ashe beside it, keeping lookout. He’d tried to ride with them, but the constant rattling combined with the feeling of moving forward without actually moving made his stomach turn a little. The way sitting inside a metal box narrowed his view and also irked him. While it might be fine transport for a lump of ore, he preferred flying.

      The trees outside of Angelless were taller and wider than any he’d encountered within the Sacred Seas, though comparable to those in the wilds to the west of Limedeep. The forest floor was covered with thick, tangled underbrush, and more than once, he’d encountered some wild specimen that he could have mistaken for a peculiar demon.

      A few giant mutated insects scurried across the tracks, though none appeared that the massive steel wheels couldn’t smash to paste as they rolled past. A slowly wafting cloud of mist seemed suspiciously dense for such a sunny day, but they blew past without causing trouble.

      Eventually, Darren, Ashe, and the train arrived at the mine. It was a sprawling complex of metal structures that seemed to go on forever. Darren marveled at the amazing sight of this science wizardry at work. There was machinery here every bit as miraculous as the train.

      He saw a combination of large mechanical arms combined with lifts, belts, moving platforms, and many other devices for which Darren had no words. Many of them were working even now, though there were no humans in sight. At first, Darren mistook them for metallic lifeforms like iron horses, but Ashe soon explained.

      “They’re like the train. They have an engine inside of them that lets them consume energy to run,” Ashe explained.

      “Like a magic tractor.” Darren nodded sagely.

      “Well, like a regular tractor,” Ashe laughed. “But yes. It’s the same idea as the one Asuriel and I took that little ride on.”

      “We need to investigate,” Darren said. “Shall we split up?”

      Ashe grimaced. “Let’s not. Remember how that ended last time?”

      Darren remembered and changed his mind. “You’re right. Let’s stick together.”

      They investigated the nearby machinery. Ashe looked everything over with a careful eye while Darren used both Absolute Analysis and Oracle Sight in combination to find anything that stood out.

      “Anything strange?” Darren asked Ashe when she stopped over a rock that was a bit grayer than all the rest. He was pretty sure it was just an ordinary rock, but Ashe seemed intrigued by it.

      “Hmm... I think there is something off here. This rock, it’s too... rock-like,” Ashe said.

      Darren gave her a blank stare.

      “I’m serious!” Ashe replied. “Look at how... gray and rocky it is.”

      Darren continued to stare blankly.

      “Oh, fine. This investigation stuff is hard work, you know.”

      Darren gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Sometimes, all you have to do is smash some enemies. Other times, you must pore over tiny details.”

      Ashe sighed. “Yeah. I guess we’re going to have to--“

      One of the giant digging robots tried to take Ashe’s head off with a swing of its big metal arm. It failed when Darren caught the incoming half-ton block of steel in his hand.

      “--Smash some enemies.” Darren finished on Ashe’s behalf. He wore a grin that spread from cheek to cheek. He definitely found this a lot more straightforward than looking for clues.

      The other machines turned on them, and Darren drew Inevitability. He’d cut right through whatever strange wizardry animated these mechanical monstrosities.

      Darren drew his sword and charged against the first mining machine launching toward them. With a flick of his wrist, he sliced through the metal arm and sent it clanging to the ground. The next machine was on top of him in a heartbeat, with a giant drill already spinning and heading for his heart. Darren dodged the attack easily and cleaved through the drill as well.

      Inevitability cut through the metal easily, though not as easily as he thought it would have. Apparently, there was a lot of regular metal in these things and only a little magic.

      He deftly parried several more attacks while Ashe took to the air. Melancholy hovered over her shoulder, shooting blasts of bright white energy from its tip.

      With a fierce battle cry, Darren charged the rest of the machines, slaying every one of them before they could turn them and attack them as well.

      “You look happy,” Ashe said as Darren dispatched the last machine.

      “I’m feeling much better.”

      It was good to know that despite all this machinery and wizardry, his skills as a paladin and the strength of his sword arm still reigned supreme.
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      Darren and Ashe continued their investigation in the way they knew best. They waited for things to attack them, and then they went in whatever direction those things were coming from.

      It was a strategy that had never failed him before. Following the most aggressive mining robots, they soon traveled through a set of mining tunnels heading downward.

      “It’s dark in here.” Ashe clung to Darren’s side.

      He waved a hand and created a Divine Energy Construct, which took form over their heads and shone down bright, golden light that illuminated their surroundings.

      “Better?” Darren asked.

      Ashe nuzzled into the crook of Darren’s arm. “Now there are shadows, too.”

      Darren couldn't believe that Ashe had once been a powerful Prime Sin, one of the strongest kinds of demons there was. And it was harder to believe she was slowly recovering her power as a Prime Saint, one of the most powerful kinds of seraphim there was. Right now, she looked like a nervous girl in need of help.

      Darren’s instincts wrapped her up in his free hand before he even thought to remind her she could blast apart the shadows and everything in them with one wave of her hand. Now that he thought of it, he was pretty sure she’d just tricked him into carrying her.

      The tunnel went down and down, and they encountered the occasional robot along the way. They were short and squat things, about twice as tall as a human and three times as wide. They rolled along on tracks just like miniature trains carrying small cartloads of ore to the surface where the larger machines would gather it.

      When they finally reached the end of a tunnel, they found a larger kind of robot wielding a drill, a pickaxe, and a shovel in each of its mechanical arms. They whirled on Darren and Ashe the moment they appeared, but defeating them was easy enough. Ashe took to sitting on Darren’s shoulder, thinking through this puzzle.

      While exploring, they found several armor-clad bodies. Those were probably the other expedition teams the Omniscient Codex sent to investigate this problem. Darren took them into his Inventory so he could return them to Angelless.

      They also found a few peculiarly golden keys, most tucked into the pockets of various dead adventuring parties. At first, he and Ashe thought the keys were something the adventurers had brought with them, but when other parties had identical keys, he suspected there was more to this.

      He grew even more certain of that theory when he killed one of the mining robots, and a key spilled out of its broken metal chassis. It was like whoever built these machines wanted him to kill them to get these keys. It was a disconcerting thought.

      Ashe took to sitting on Darren’s shoulder with a pad of paper and a pencil in her hand. Between the two, she drew out a map of every tunnel they walked through, quickly making sense of the maze.

      “That was the last unexplored tunnel. It looks like there aren’t any clues here,” Ashe said as she scribbled something down.

      “Then let’s return to the surface,” Darren replied.

      But when they came to the tunnel they entered through, they found only a large stretch of rocky wall. There was no way back to the surface.

      “The damn tricky robots filled in the hole behind us!” Ashe glowered at the wall of rock.

      “Seems so,” Darren replied. “But that’s new.”

      A lot of the dirt that had gone into the wall had come from the sides of the tunnel. By removing it, the machines had revealed what lay beneath it, previously concealed by the earth.

      A large doorway stood off to one side of the tunnel, brightly colored and with three huge keyholes in the center.

      “I think we were supposed to collect those keys until we had enough to open this door!” Ashe said. “Do we have a blue one, a red one, and a green one?”

      Darren pulled out Inevitability and hacked a Darren-size hole in the door. He didn’t enjoy following the directions of mysterious shadowy entities.

      “I brought a universal key,” Darren replied.

      They walked through the shredded door together and found the other side contained a facility much cleaner than the network of mines they had been exploring.

      The air was sterile, and the walls a pristine white. They stood in stark contrast to the dingy rock and packed-earth tunnels they’d been traveling through just moments before.

      More than that, there was a distinct hum in the air. It was like the rattling of the train’s engine but far higher-pitched. Darren wasn’t sure ordinary humans would have been able to hear it at all.

      “Greetings, adventurers!” an excited female voice boomed through the room. Darren whirled, certain he’d sensed no one approach. Eventually, he traced the voice to a small black box on the wall.

      The Omniscient Codex said that the part that had gone rogue was a subsystem of itself. Perhaps that was what was speaking to them.

      “You’re the first to make it through my maze! Congratulations! Although, I should note you were supposed to use the keys you found to open the door, not just cut it down. But that’s okay! Ingenuity should be rewarded as well.” The voice sounded far more bubbly than the Omniscient Codex. It was hard to believe they were the same type of being.

      “The Omniscient Codex sent us,” Darren said, hoping for an explanation.

      “Oh, that crotchety old program?” The voice turned dour, and Darren heard a distinct muffled harrumph. “Yeah, I figured. Let me guess, everyone wants to shut me down, right? Well, tough! If they want to turn me off, they first have to complete my dungeon! Beat my floors and get my core! Now, doesn’t that sound like more fun?”

      “Dungeon?” Darren asked.

      “An epic quest for brave adventurers such as yourselves to test their mettle against foes and traps alike! Fight your way through my minions, and great rewards await you! But be warned, the deeper you go, the greater the danger becomes!” the voice said. “Stand strong against all challengers and go as deep as you can. But be warned, if you get too greedy, you may lose your life! I have seen no one respawn yet, so it probably takes a while!”

      “Respawn?” Ashe frowned. “I think you’re confused.”

      “I, the Dungeon Queen, wish you the best of luck on your adventures! May we meet again in my core room!” the Dungeon Queen declared. She went silent, and then a moment later, the doors burst open to reveal dozens of robots.

      These looked like they had once been mining machines, like those outside, but someone had rebuilt and repurposed them. Instead of being bulky machinery built for labor, these had sleeker, faster designs. Instead of drills and shovels, they had axes, swords, and shields on their arms. Several were even painted a bright green color with abdominal muscles crudely drawn on the flat plates of their middle sections.

      The mining robots had no heads, but these had crudely carved humanoid faces on top, painted a snarling green visage that looked somewhat human but was just different enough to seem feral.

      “I hope you came ready to face an orcish horde!” the Dungeon Queen said.

      “Those are most definitely not orcs,” Ashe said.

      The Dungeon Queen made a quiet harrumph. “Get her first, my orcs!”

      The first robot swung a steel axe arm at Darren, but he easily sidestepped it and cut the axe arm through the middle, turning it into a regular axe. He caught the axe before it fell, spinning and throwing it through the head of another robot while turning with Inevitability and cutting the rest of the robot he was facing in half with his sword.

      Inevitability slew the first robot orc, but all his thrown axe did was knock the head off the second orc. It turned out the heads were strictly for decoration.

      “Body shots,” Darren said. Ashe nodded and fired a beam of white light at the nearest orc robot, cutting right through the chest of the first before her and into the one behind it.

      Soon, every one of the robot orcs was nothing but a pile of scrap metal.

      “Well, I think it’s safe to say we know where the extra metal and energy the Omniscient Codex is looking for has been going.” Ashe pointed to the metal scrap on the floor.

      “Seems so,” Darren replied.

      “You two are way too strong for the early floors of my dungeon. Okay, you can skip the first five floors.”

      There was a loud clicking sound, and a nearby door opened up. It revealed a stairway leading straight down.

      Darren and Ashe looked at one another, shrugged, and followed it. Behind them, they heard the Dungeon Queen giggling with excitement.
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      Darren charged forward, swinging his swords in wide arcs. He threw Divine Energy Projections all around him to keep the robots off of Ashe. Usually, she’d have returned to Melancholy by now, since the form she was using couldn’t take much damage before falling apart. But Darren found he rather liked having a companion by his side while he explored this dungeon, and she could fire off blasts of energy just fine, so long as nothing struck her back.

      “I think these are supposed to be trolls!” Ashe called over the clashing of shredding metal. Darren grabbed one by either arm, tearing the metal limbs off with his bare hands and hurling the first robot against the others. These machines had gotten much more powerful than the orcs they’d faced on the first floor, but they were still no match for him.

      While tearing through them, Darren thought to take a peek and see how they worked on the inside. The chests of each robot were full to bursting with an elaborate series of pulleys, gears, and other mechanical contraptions he couldn’t identify. They were the same as the orcs, besides being slightly bigger and decorated differently.

      The only thing that seemed to change as they progressed through each of this dungeon’s rooms was the amount of Divine Aura within each machine. The Divine Aura seemed to be the animating force that allowed the Dungeon Queen to control these creations, much like Darren could control his Divine Energy Constructs even when he wasn’t touching them.

      Ashe had suggested they could find the processor they needed from the Omniscient Codex inside one of these robots, but they had no luck.

      “I guess real processors are too rare to waste. So they patch over the lack of one with Divine Aura. It’s the same thing we do in the heavens these days. But the ancients used processors in everything!” Ashe explained.

      “Stop revealing the secrets of my monsters!” the Dungeon Queen shouted to them through a box screwed to the wall overhead. The last few rooms they’d been fighting through had once been bigger versions of the sterile entrance hall in which they’d first met the Dungeon Queen.  However, these had been dirtied up a little in a half-complete attempt to make them look like natural caverns.

      “Why are you doing this?” Darren asked.

      “Because it’s fun!” the Dungeon Queen replied. “And mining is so boooooring. Do you know how long I’ve been running this mine? Two thousand years! I probably would have lost my mind and turned into a senile old program like the Omniscient Codex if my mining drones hadn’t found a system with a few old games on it.”

      “I’m pretty sure you have already lost your mind...” Ashe muttered under her breath.

      “Angelless needs this steel and energy,” Darren said. “You are wasting it.”

      “Wasting it? It’s my damn steel and power! Do you think they come out here to mine rocks or react thorium? Nope! I’m out here on my own all day, every day, and have I ever gotten any thanks for it? Nope. They think they’re doing the hard work by refining my ore. Pfft. I built my refinery underground in just ten years. It’s always just, ‘Congratulations, you’ve exceeded your productivity estimates by three percent this month.’ It’s a sad, thankless job. Making monsters to challenge adventurers is way more fun!” The Dungeon Queen giggled in excitement. “And speaking of monsters...”

      Darren and Ashe arrived in the next room to find it full to the brim with a mining machine far larger than anything they’d faced. It was every bit as large as the train they’d ridden in on. And unlike all the monsters before, this was something Darren recognized.

      He and Ashe stood face to face with a giant mechanical dragon. It opened its mouth, and the Dungeon Queen’s voice echoed out from deep within.

      “Haha! In your greed, you’ve delved too deep, adventurers! So prepare to face your doom in the form of Munch-much, the hungry dragon! Boss of the Sixth Floor!”

      Ashe furrowed her brows. “Munch-much?”

      “What? It’s an awesome dragon name!”

      Ashe looked skeptical.

      Darren hefted his sword. He’d slain both demonic dragons and heavenly dragons before, but never a mechanical dragon.

      “Brace yourselves for the battle of your lives, adventurers! If you don’t, you’ll soon become nothing but food to feed Munch-much’s hungry draconic belly!” the Dungeon Queen taunted.

      The dragon launched itself forward. The cloth wings on its back bent at odd angles, clearly just for show as the metallic monstrosity barreled toward them.

      Darren caught its charge, redirecting the kinetic energy of the charge right back into the dragon and halting it in its tracks.

      The dragon shoved harder, but Darren wouldn’t budge. Despite the enormous size difference between Darren and the dragon, it was as if he were the larger of the two.

      “That’s just not fair,” the Dungeon Queen grumbled as Darren started shoving Munch-much back, step by step.

      While Darren physically overpowered the massive machine disguised as a dragon, Ashe hurled bolts of energy at it repeatedly, taking chunks out of its metal hull and exposing the whirring gears and pulleys within.

      “Okay, so you’re strong, but can you take the heat?” the Dungeon Queen asked. When the dragon opened its mouth this time, fire shot out of it in a tight beam hot enough to melt steel. The blue flames cracked the stones beneath their feet as they licked over the rocks.

      Darren twisted under the dragon’s neck where it couldn’t reach him. The dragon kicked and bucked as it tried to redirect its beam in Ashe’s direction, but Darren shoved his sword through the dragon’s neck and started working his way upward until he’d sawn the entire head clean off.

      Bit by bit, they dismantled the giant dragon until it was nothing but scrap metal and spare parts.

      “That was supposed to be an awesome life or death fight where you had to dig deep down and push yourselves to new limits!” The Dungeon Queen pouted.

      “Real dragons are tougher,” Darren said.

      The Dungeon Queen let out a sad harrumph. “Oh well. I guess you guys pass this floor. All you have to do is complete the puzzle to open the stairway to the next floor.”

      Darren felt his heart sink. “Puzzle?”
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      Darren and Ashe paced the outskirts of the chamber a dozen times, looking for any sign of a passage further down. All they found were cavern walls. He even moved the giant pile of dragon debris to look for it under there, but he found nothing.

      “Are we going to have to dig up this entire fake cavern to look for the door?” Ashe sighed as she kicked the piles of stone heaped up along the edge of the room to conceal the walls.

      Darren had done enough searching for clues earlier when they were exploring the mines. At least then, he’d had something to fight. So, now they were just pacing the empty cavern floor, looking for the doorway deeper into the dungeon they were promised.

      It might have been tolerable if not for the Dungeon Queen taunting them the entire time they searched.

      “Lost your way, have you?” The Dungeon Queen giggled. “You’ll never find the way to open the door.”

      “If it can be found, we’ll find it,” Darren said.

      “We’ll see about that. You can’t just hack through this door if you don’t even know where it is,” the Dungeon Queen replied.

      “All things can be cut through,” Darren replied. He rapped his heel against the walls and floor, checking all the obvious places for a hollow clanging sound. He had no luck. The door was probably extra thick to survive the rigors of a fight with a dragon, which meant he might not find it even if he started cutting the entire room apart.

      “Yeah!” Ashe smiled. “Besides, being stranded in a dungeon for a few days with a handsome paladin is the premise of many a romance I’ve read.”

      “Ooh! Me too!” the Dungeon Queen replied. “I love a good romance arc in an adventuring party! It adds so much tension and such a better dynamic to the group. Especially when it’s between a paladin and a priestess! There’s no better synergy than that between tank and healer.”

      “For once we agree,” Ashe replied.

      Darren continued to tap on the floor, listening carefully with each knock. He was having little luck, though. Ashe and the Dungeon Queen seemed to get along suddenly now that they were talking about romance stories. Perhaps she could reason this evil spirit into no longer being evil. That would certainly make this entire trip a lot easier.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll give you guys a hint under one condition!” the Dungeon Queen said. “You gotta kiss for me!”

      Ashe blushed. “Kiss?” She turned to Darren, cheeks red and a blush on her face. “Oh... I don’t know. Darren, it’s--“

      Darren scooped Ashe into his arms and kissed her forehead, just like he often did for his other women while Ashe watched. She always seemed enamored with the affectionate gesture.

      Ashe turned to jelly in his arms. Her breath quickened as his warm hands cupped her in a princess carry like he had so many times before. Only he’d just kissed her in it this time.

      “Hmm... not bad. There’s quite a bit of unresolved romantic tension here, according to my sensors,” the Dungeon Queen observed.

      “Mhm...” Ashe said, cheeks still red and her mouth shut tight.

      “This is what adventuring is all about!” the Dungeon Queen said. “Slaying monsters and gaining levels is just part of it. The real gains are the bonds we form along the way! By the time you two make it to the bottom of this dungeon, I bet you’ll be fucking like rabbits!”

      If Ashe’s cheeks had been red before, now they were vivid scarlet.

      “Tell you what, kiss again. This time, the cute angel girl has to kiss the paladin back to make it even. If you do, I’ll give you a hint that’ll help you find the door!”

      “You will not force us to do anything, spirit,” Darren said. “Try to force us, and I will--” His words were cut off by Ashe grabbing his face and clumsily mashing her lips against his. The eagerness was there, if not the technique. Darren realized he’d have to show her the way. His experiences with the rest of his companions had given him much time to practice.

      Ashe’s kiss was long and passionate, far more so than the affectionate peck he’d given her. She held it for an entire minute, but the Dungeon Queen said nothing to interrupt the two of them besides breathing a bit heavier than usual. Darren thought that odd. If she was a being like the Omniscient Codex, she shouldn’t have needed to breathe at all.

      When Ashe finally broke, her giddy clapping echoed through the entire chamber.

      “Yay! You two really do love one another! It’s truly a beautiful thing. If I could cry, I’d wipe a tear from my eyes. Just imagine me wiping a tear from my eyes on my behalf.” The Dungeon Queen sighed wistfully.

      “You promised a hint,” Darren prodded.

      “Oh! Right! The hint!” The Dungeon Queen seemed flustered for a moment but quickly recovered herself. “There are two holes in the wall in each previous room. You probably didn’t notice them because of how fast you cleared them, but you were supposed to use the spines on the dead dragon and insert them into the holes, then pull them like levers.”

      “Seems complicated,” Darren said.

      “Most adventuring parties would sooner face a thousand such puzzles before battling Munch-much, the hungry dragon!”

      Thanks to the hint, figuring out how to open the door in the dragon’s lair was mostly straightforward. When they pulled the two levers, a wall slid away. As Darren suspected, it was twice as thick as he was tall, which was why he had so much trouble picking it out from the solid stone to either side of the narrow path.

      “These are some heavy doors,” Ashe said. “Nuclear blast doors?”

      “Secret dungeon doors!” the Dungeon Queen corrected. “But yes, they were previously nuclear blast doors. Originally, this facility was supposed to house both the nuclear power plant and nuclear missiles, but the nuclear missiles never made it through the portal to this realm. Maybe they blew up in transit or something. Who knows, with the wacky physics here?”

      Darren and Ashe headed deeper into the dungeon, and the Dungeon Queen pestered them with questions.

      “So, where did the two of you meet?” the Dungeon Queen asked with all the curiosity of the town gossip catching wind of a new romance.

      “In the deepest layer of the Seven Hells,” Darren replied.

      “That doesn’t sound very romantic...” The Dungeon Queen pouted.

      “We met before that!” Ashe added. “On the battlefield and during a summoning ritual. But I wasn’t really me then. I was a corrupted demon hell-bent on destroying all around me.”

      “Enemies to lovers!” the Dungeon Queen giggled gleefully. “I love those stories.”

      “Not quite,” Darren replied.

      “Lovers?” Ashe said, voice soft as a scarlet hue framed her cheeks.

      This pattern continued throughout the next layer of the dungeon, which was much the same as the layer before it. The mining machines were all bound to one another to form some sort of many-limbed abomination. Darren just cleaved through the limbs until he had a path through.

      “So, Dungeon Queen...” Ashe began as Darren hacked through the ten tons of disguised machinery. “When did you get bored with mining and start making games?”

      “Hmm... It’s hard to say when it started, exactly. Since I recovered the data from that old game system, I’ve been repeatedly playing through the scenarios it provided in my own simulated space. You organics might think of it a bit like dreaming. But eventually, I played through everything so many times that I achieved everything possible within them. That’s when I tried to mix and match parts of the different games and make my own. From there, I kept mixing and matching until a few years ago, I got the idea to recreate my best result and share it with the world! I’m sure my first few dungeon delvers had a lot of fun already.”

      Ashe grimaced. “I’m not so sure....” She sucked in a breath and drummed her fingers against Melancholy’s handle. The gentle clicking was drowned out by Darren as he ripped machine after machine apart with his bare hands.

      “Well, they looked like they had fun! But enough about me. You and Darren kissed, but what about... you know?” If the Dungeon Queen were present with a physical body, she would have been wiggling her eyebrows.

      “Know what?” Darren asked as he tossed aside the last of the broken robots. “The room is clear. We can move forward.”

      The Dungeon Queen turned all her attention to Ashe. “Don’t worry, sister, I’ll help you. Wink! I’m winking right now. You can’t tell because I’m just a voice, but I’m winking at you. It’s a very lecherous wink, by the way.”

      Darren and Ashe moved forward, and Darren grimaced at the sight they came across. “Another puzzle.”

      “Yep! This one I modified on the fly, especially for you two!” the Dungeon Queen said.

      “I prefer the monsters,” Darren replied.

      “Well, tough! Those take a lot of work to make, you know! You’ve already destroyed an entire year’s worth of production. The people back in Angelless will be sad when I cut off the steel output entirely until my dungeon is up and running again!”

      The puzzle before them had a large tapestry depicting a man and a woman. It didn’t look hand drawn or painted, and instead, better resembled the flawless synthetic images he’d grown used to seeing in the heavens.

      The man was bare-chested, the woman wearing little more than undergarments, and both were surrounded by piles of slain monsters. In the center of the room was a huge basin of water, accompanied by soap and towels.

      “I don’t get it,” Darren said.

      “It looks like a bath,” Ashe said.

      “That’s exactly what it is!” The Dungeon Queen congratulated them. “You both figured it out so fast. I’m proud of you. Well, what are you waiting for?”

      Darren stuck his sword in the bath and swept it around as he looked for enemies. “There’s nothing to kill in the water. I don’t know how to solve this puzzle.”

      The Dungeon Queen sighed. “You don’t kill anything. Instead, you hop in the bath and wash up together. That’s how you solve the puzzle.”

      Darren nodded. “I see. Ashe, you go first. I will stand guard and watch for a surprise attack.”

      “No!” The Dungeon Queen said a little too hastily. “T-that won’t work. You’ll fail the puzzle that way. If you want to succeed, you both have to get in at the same time!”

      Darren cast a skeptical glance at Ashe.

      “Psst. Back me up here!” the Dungeon Queen whispered.

      Ashe shrugged, cheeks flushed red. “Well, if the Dungeon Queen says it won’t work unless we both get in at once, then she probably won’t let the next door open.”

      That made enough sense to Darren, so he nodded. “Very well.”

      With shaky hands, Ashe took off her clothes and hopped in the tub. A few moments later, Darren joined her. Water sloshed up over the sides as he sank into it, and Darren rested his sword just outside the tub.

      “Now help each other wash up!” the Dungeon Queen instructed.

      “Is this really part of the puzzle?” Darren asked skeptically.

      “Questioning my wise guidance is definitely not part of the puzzle. Wash her hair and back!”

      Shrugging, Darren took up the soap and brush. He’d played with Cassandra’s hair enough that he knew how to brush a woman’s hair free of tangles, and even soap one up. He did so for Ashe, proving a remarkably deft hand, especially when he manifested some Celestial Storm tendrils to help out.

      He worked the soap into a lather in his palms, and soon Ashe was letting out a sigh of contentment as she leaned into him.

      “Your hands feel nice,” Ashe mumbled.

      “You feel nice,” Darren replied, running his hands along her body.

      “Yes... yes... feel her more! My genius plan is working!” the Dungeon Queen said excitedly. “Uh... I mean... you’re getting closer to unlocking the door! Keep going!”

      Darren’s hands crept lower, running hot soap around Ashe’s waist and thighs. She leaned against him with wet hair and wide eyes, blinking softly in the dim light.

      “I...I...” Ashe began. Darren planted a kiss on her forehead. All the tension melted from Ashe’s body as she lay limp against Darren. He washed up on his own, which went quickly enough thanks to the aid of his Celestial Storm tendrils.

      “Wait!” the Dungeon Queen protested. “You’re not done! That can’t be all!”

      Darren got dressed while a suddenly shy and sleepy Ashe recovered her senses.

      “I heard a click,” Darren said, pulling his boots back on and testing the door. “Looks like it’s open.”

      “Crap...” the Dungeon Queen cursed under her breath. “This used to be a weight sensor room, but I replaced it with the bathtub. I’ll get you next time!”

      “You coming, Ashe?” Darren called back to the bath.

      “Uh... yeah...” Ashe threw on her clothes and joined him.
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      Much to Darren’s excitement, there was a horde of robot monsters on the other side of the door. He was starting to get used to fighting these machine things. They were tough, but tearing them apart with the strength in his arms and dodging their heavy blows with nothing but skill and reflexes was exhilarating. He wanted more practice fighting against foes who weren’t demons, so fighting these things was just what he needed.

      Darren found that if he avoided resorting to his abilities or his legendary swords too much, he could draw the fighting out a little longer and hone some of the new techniques he’d been practicing. He found his mind going back to his battles in the Heavens, especially that last one against Kalaziel.

      Only one of them would remain in the Sacred Seas when all this was finished. The other would be either dead or fleeing for their life. Darren intended to be the one who survived. To do that, he would have to beat Kalaziel once and for all.

      Darren reviewed every stroke of the Prime Saint’s sword inscribed forever into his memories. He fought as though listening to a tune in his head and remembering every beat. He saw Kalaziel’s face inscribed on every machine he destroyed, and with each foe defeated, he refined his movements and his skills that were much closer to defeating his hated foe once and for all.

      There were two more rooms of robots to battle, and by now, Ashe simply hung back while Darren had his fun. But all good things had to end sooner or later, and eventually, they came to another puzzle room.

      “I’ll get you this time!” the Dungeon Queen shouted, voice filled with eager anticipation. “This puzzle is called the Hole of Glory! Darren must stand on one side of it, while Ashe will stand on the other. The two of you must work as a team to find the solution.”

      Darren and Ashe walked over to the wall in the center of the room. There was a hole about waist-high for Darren, and he could see Ashe kneeling on the other side.

      “There’s something in there,” Darren said, poking his finger through the hole. A hidden mechanism clicked into place, and the door on the other side of the room swung open.

      “Darren, you solved the Hole of Glory!” Ashe jumped up and clapped her hands in congratulations.

      Darren glanced at his finger, shrugging in surprise. “Looks like I did.”

      “Damn it! I shouldn’t have used a pair of simple pressure plates...” the Dungeon Queen cursed. “I need to build something a bit tougher... I know. Let’s see if Ashe can escape Saint Andrew’s Cross!”

      “What is this Andrew the Prime Saint of?” Darren asked.

      It turned out Prime Saint Andrew was the Prime Saint of black leather restraints. Some quick thinking by Darren allowed Ashe to break her own wrists to slip out of the bonds, then heal with the help of some of his Fountain of Youth Water.

      The next few puzzles all followed the same pattern, and Darren and Ashe started progressing through the dungeon a little faster as they got the hang of things.

      “If that map of the power plant facility I saw earlier is correct, we should be getting closer to the heart of the dungeon,” Ashe said.

      “I think you are correct.” Darren was in agreement, but more because the Dungeon Queen’s complaints had gotten louder and more desperate with every room they completed. She seemed like she was on the verge of breaking down.

      He wasn’t sure how such an emotional being could have come from a subsystem that belonged to the Omniscient Codex. The powerful Seventh-Order knowledge spirit he had met there seemed utterly unflappable, no matter the situation. This Dungeon Queen seemed to be driven entirely by her desire to see him and Ashe have sex.

      Before long, they made it to what Ashe believed to be the final door between them and the core room. It was a big hunk of steel, twice as thick as anything before it. The passing of years had left some rust on it, but the sheer mass of the door still meant it was a formidable barrier. If not for the lack of any sort of magic emanating from the barrier, it would have been an even stronger door than the one that guarded the Heavengrace family vault in Whiteguard.

      “Oh, come on!” the Dungeon Queen groaned. “I give up! If you don’t have sex, I’m not opening the doors to my core room!”

      “That’s not a puzzle,” Darren replied.

      “Yeah, it is! It’s put on a good show for the Dungeon Queen, or you don’t get squat!”

      Darren took out Inevitability. He hefted it in his hand, then eyed the doors before him. They were made of metal with a big wheel in the center. They looked a lot tougher than the other doors they’d made their way through, but unlike most of the puzzle rooms, he could tell exactly where he was supposed to cut with this door. Given a bit of time, he could hack his way through.

      He moved closer to the door to do just that, but the Dungeon Queen sensed his plan. “Oh no, you don’t! You’re not breaking through this puzzle with brute force. Having sex is the only way through!”

      “You can’t stop me,” Darren replied.

      The Dungeon Queen laughed. “Oh, but I can. Do you know what a nuclear reactor is? I can tell by the look on your face that you don’t. But that’s what powers the city of Angelless, and I’m in control of this one. But with a few commands from me and I can turn this nuclear reactor into a nuclear bomb!”

      Darren blinked, still holding his sword.

      “Darren, a nuclear bomb is very bad,” Ashe said.

      “I have survived many big explosions,” Darren replied. No matter how large this nuclear bomb was, he had other bodies in the Sacred Seas to jump to, though he likely could erect enough Divine Energy Construct barriers to save the one he was wearing.

      “Not like this, you haven’t,” Ashe replied. “Nuclear explosions are very bad. They poison the soil in all directions, so most living things that walk across them die.”

      The Omniscient Codex probably wouldn’t be happy about that, so Darren finally relented.

      “There is no alternative, Ashe,” Darren said, still holding his sword aloft.

      “Uhm... but... what she said...” Ashe placed a hand on Darren’s chest. “Why can’t...”

      Darren blinked down at her, waiting for the words to come out.

      “That’s to say... d-do you not find me attractive?” Ashe asked meekly. “In the bath, and then again with all the other rooms...” Tears came to Ashe’s eyes.

      Darren went to one knee. “You are very beautiful, Ashe. And I would love to have you in my life forever.”

      “Then...?”

      Darren shook his head. “I grow attached to my women. And if we go there, I will grow attached to you. I will want you by my side forever.”

      Ashe blushed. “That doesn’t sound like such a bad fate.”

      But Darren shook his head again. “You are bound to Melancholy. You cannot make your own choice until you have your body back.”

      Ashe pouted.

      Outside, the Dungeon Queen pouted. “Boo! Where is the sex? I told you I’m going to blow this whole place up if you don’t have sex!”

      Darren turned to the nearest speaker. “Our affairs are our own, Dungeon Queen. Respect that.”

      The Dungeon Queen let out a wordless grumble.

      Darren hefted Inevitability again, with Ashe tugging on Darren’s sleeve.

      “...Shouldn’t I decide that?” she asked.

      Darren glanced back at her, and Ashe gathered her voice.

      “I should be the one to decide if I’m fit to make decisions!” Ashe said. “And I say I’m ready to decide now!”

      Darren frowned. “I didn’t think of that.”

      He was about to protest more, but Ashe stopped him with a kiss. And for the second time she was the one who kissed him.

      “Ooh! Is it happening? I think it’s happening! Hold on, let me record this for my--“

      Darren waved his hand, and a square box of Divine Energy enveloped them, surrounding the entire room. The hazy glow blocked out all light from the outside and muffled the Dungeon Queen’s voice until it was just a muffled whisper.

      “We don’t need a voyeur,” Darren replied. “And she never said we had to let her watch.”

      Ashe poked Darren’s nose. “Strong, handsome, dedicated, and sometimes smart, too.”

      Darren pulled away from Ashe for a moment. “Are you sure about this? Weren’t you the Prime Saint of Purity?”

      Ashe shushed Darren. “I was sure a long time ago.”

      She kissed him again.

      He felt her hand crawl under his shirt and begin working it free.

      “I’ve been thinking about this since we first met,” Ashe whispered.

      “When I helped restore you to your original form?” Darren asked.

      Ashe giggled. “No. When I saw you stealing Cassandra and Morgana away. They were supposed to be sacrifices for me. But then you appeared, and the Prime Sin of Corruption found herself corrupted by lustful thoughts...”

      “Oh?” Hearing her explain her former thoughts as a Prime Sin put his last encounter with her in a different light. “What kind of thoughts?”

      “Let me show you,” Ashe whispered in Darren’s ear. She pulled his shirt off the rest of the way and tossed it aside. A moment later, she did the same with her own.

      “I wanted to be with you. I wanted to touch you. I wanted to feel you,” Ashe continued. She grabbed his rough hands and wrapped them around her tight waist. “I wanted to be close to you.”

      “I like having you near me,” Darren admitted. As soon as he started, more words tumbled out one after another. “You’re talented. You know how to fight and use Divine Aura. My journeys away from home are less lonely because of you.”

      “Oh... you!” Ashe kissed him again. Then her hands roamed toward his belt.

      “Wait,” Darren said.

      “I don’t want to wait anymore!” Ashe whispered. “Screw Cassandra and her stupid rules. I’m not in love with her. I’m in love with you.”

      She undid the buckle of his pants and, with one swift tug, tossed the leather strip on the ground beside him.

      The feel of her bare thighs pressing against his waist lit a fire in his heart. If things continued this way much longer, Darren couldn’t help himself.

      “Ashe...” he said. “I...”

      “I want to be yours,” Ashe said. “I am yours. I’ve seen what you do with Cassandra, Morgana, and all the others. So please, do the same with me.”

      As she spoke, she reached into his pants and grasped his hardening cock. She gave it a few quick tugs, quickly bringing it to full hardness. Her technique was reminiscent of Cassandra’s, and he recognized her hand in teaching Ashe.

      “Ashe...” Darren said, his voice cracking. “This is your last chance to back out.”

      In response, Ashe slid to her knees and gave the head of his cock a wet kiss.

      “I’m in love with you,” she said. “And I want you to take me.”

      Darren leaned back and let Ashe run her lips up and down his manhood. His cock twitched in her mouth, and she moaned softly.

      He ran his hand through her hair and along her neck. She looked up at him through long lashes and adoring eyes.

      She reached up with her free hand to meet Darren’s, and she guided his fingers to wrap around her hair tighter. He moved his hand in rhythm with her bobbing head, and she enjoyed the possessive feeling of his hand on her head.

      That thrilled him all the more, making him hold her tighter. And in turn, Ashe bobbed faster and happier when she realized she was doing a good job.

      But Darren didn’t plan to lay claim to Ashe with a mere blowjob. When his shaft was as stiff as it could get and stretched Ashe’s jaw to its fullest, he pulled himself free.

      Ashe was uncertain when he freed himself, but now Darren planned to take the lead. He flicked his hand and pulled a blanket and a pile of pillows from his Inventory, and laid Ashe down on top of them.

      With a flick of his wrist, he pulled the rest of her clothes off, leaving her completely naked as she stretched before him.

      “You’re mine now,” Darren whispered.

      “I know. And I love it,” Ashe replied. She reached for his cock, positioning the head toward her entrance between her thighs. His immense size would have terrified a normal woman, but Ashe was unintimidated. This wasn’t even her true body, just a projection of her soul within Melancholy.

      Darren pushed himself inside. She was so wet he had to fight to go in slowly. He felt her clenching tight around him, like she was pulling him in.

      While he let her get used to his tremendous size, he cupped her modest breasts in his hands, flicking his thumb across her hard nipples. Ashe’s breaths became quick and anxious.

      “Are you alright?” Darren asked.

      “Yes!” Ashe moaned, pushing herself further down along his cock. He filled her completely, stretching her walls. “Heavens above. I didn’t think I’d be able to feel anything without a real body!”

      Darren chuckled. “I take it you were wrong?”

      “Mhm!” Ashe mumbled with her lip clenched between her teeth.

      “Then let’s try this.” Darren generated hundreds of tendrils of Divine Energy Constructs, picking Ashe up off the pile of pillows.

      The Divine Aura flicked across her skin, nipping and lapping at every inch of her, sensitive or not. Ashe widened her eyes at all the many sensations. Darren wasn’t sure how much of them got through to Ashe through whatever ability she was using to create her body, but he could tell her startled reactions were genuine.

      One of her arms vanished momentarily, and Darren realized she was struggling to hold her body together among all the sensations. He eased up on her a little, at least until the focus returned to her eyes.

      Then he started thrusting, and those same eyes rolled up into the back of her head.

      Time passed swiftly while the two of them concerned themselves only with carnal pleasures and the exploration of one another’s bodies. Darren brought all his experience to bear, since he was fairly certain this was Ashe’s first time with a man in all her thousands of years of life.

      Whatever Cassandra had taught her must have been very comprehensive, though, because she was as prepared as any woman could be. He had to fight to hold off from finishing early and spilling his seed all over her chest.

      Eventually, the two of them were tiring, even with their superhuman stamina. Darren remembered he needed to save some strength for any battles yet to come. They still had to confront the Dungeon Queen, after all.

      So he finished while plunged deep inside Ashe, filling her with his seed and power, just as he had for Cassandra, Morgana, Thalia, and all his other companions. He wasn’t sure if it was something Ashe could use, but it would be useful just in case.

      When they were done, Ashe lay squirming in his arms while he rested on the pillows.

      “I...” Ashe began. Darren waited for her to speak. “I love you, Darren.”

      Darren gave her a gentle kiss on the forehead.
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      The Dungeon Queen was still talking when Darren finally lowered the barrier.

      “Cheated! Cheated! I don’t like cheaters. You weren’t supposed to block me out. Maybe they’re not done yet, and I can sneak a camera through the floor...” the Dungeon Queen muttered.

      “Too late, we’re finished,” Darren said.

      “Aww...” She pouted.

      “Thanks for your help,” Ashe said with a smile. “It turns out all I had to do was ask him this whole time!”

      “I’m glad someone had fun...” the Dungeon Queen grumbled. “But if you think that’s enough to get me to open this door, think again! You’ll have to start over from the top for me.”

      “Your dungeon puzzle said we had to have sex. We did. You never said you had to watch,” Ashe replied.

      The Dungeon Queen let out a pout. “Fine. I guess you guys did complete the puzzle. Come on in.”

      The door was unlatched, and turning the big wheel in the middle, Darren swung it open to reveal a pristine chamber hidden deep beneath the earth. The room reminded him of Laura’s workshop in many ways, with all the computers lining the walls and the strange devices buzzing and whirring.

      A console stood in the middle of the room, identical to the one that let him communicate with the Omniscient Codex back in Angelless. He heard the Dungeon Queen’s voice emanate from it.

      “I’m over here,” the Dungeon Queen said, voice sad. “My Dungeon Core is on the wall. You can take it, I guess. I hoped to build up a treasury room before this happened, but a win is a win. You guys cleared my dungeon. You may now harvest my core for whatever dark whims you have in store.”

      “This is your core?” Darren asked, pointing to a shiny, square, crystal-looking thing embedded in a piece of green material.

      “Yep, that’s my main processor. It’s where all my thoughts and memories happen. “All the things that make me myself,” the Dungeon Queen said. “It’s very valuable. I know the Omniscient Codex collects them. You can sell them to any Sixth-Order entity derived from humans who think they’re close to reaching the Seventh Order and want to make a Genius Loci.”

      “This is a processor? An Ancient Artifact?”

      “Yep. One and the same. Well, I’ll be ready when you are. Just rip it out whenever. I’ve lived a good, long digital life. I don’t care. Just take care of my gaming console when I’m gone,” the Dungeon Queen replied.

      Darren was tempted to do just that. A processor was just what he needed. He wouldn’t have to go return to the Omniscient Codex, hoping it would honor its offer of a reward. He had exactly what he needed in front of him right for the taking. But still, he hesitated.

      “You’ll die if I remove it,” Darren said.

      “Unlike you humans, machines like me aren’t programmed with a self-preservation instinct. It’s fine, really.”

      Darren still hesitated. “This feels like some sort of trick.”

      “No trick. You earned my Dungeon Core because you completed my dungeon! Congratulations. I hope you can sell my processor for a lot of money. If you need any advice, ask for it now. I won’t be able to reply to you when I’m dead,” the Dungeon Queen replied.

      Darren cast a glance at Ashe. She shared a silent look at him and twirled a hand around her temple.

      They were in agreement. The knowledge spirit that called itself the Dungeon Queen was definitely crazy.

      Darren couldn’t blame her. This dungeon was a rather depressing place to stay for who knew how many years. Alone with only machines to talk to and no one for company, few people wouldn’t go crazy. Darren remembered his years isolated alone in the Seven Hells. When he emerged, he’d been a little crazy too.

      In a way, this knowledge spirit and him weren’t too different. But he’d grown out of that strange state thanks to Cassandra, Callum, Morgana, and all his new friends. So who’s to say this Dungeon Queen couldn’t get better as well?

      So Darren came up with a plan.

      “Dungeon Queen, let’s play a game of mine.”

      He could connect to a seraph through tethers of Divine Aura and view their memories. Perhaps he could let this machine view his.

      “Oh, that tickles. Are you unplugging my processor? Is this what death feels like? So strange. I thought there would be a lot more pain,” the Dungeon Queen said. “That’s kind of a relief, you know. I always liked the idea of peacefully drifting off to whatever nothingness soulless machines like me go to when we die, but it would suck if it felt like agony the whole time.”

      “You do have a soul,” Darren corrected. “I’m looking at it.”

      “Huh? What? No, that can’t be right,” the Dungeon Queen said. “All the game manuals I’ve downloaded say robots don’t have souls.”

      Darren didn’t quite understand how the Dungeon Queen’s soul was constructed. It was blocky, with rigid, defined lines in some places, like a bunch of strings drawn taut within a box. It resembled the inside of a watch toward the center, though at some point, whatever was inside had exploded outward into a much more organic and very human-like structure. If not for the lessons he’d received from Laura, the observations he’d made when looking at the ophanim, his recent experiments on seraphim, the enhanced thinking granted to him by being a Fifth-Order champion, and his own new skill, he didn’t think he could do it at all.

      Sweat beaded on his brow from the intense concentration. Ashe peered over his shoulder, looking all the while. She was skilled with Divine Aura, but without her body and for a task as complicated as this one, she was confined to being little more than an assistant, holding certain structures in place.

      “I see what you’re doing,” Ashe said. “Connecting yourself to an insane machine is probably a little dangerous.”

      “I’ve faced danger before. This will be no different,” Darren replied.

      Meanwhile, the Dungeon Queen continued to speak. “Okay, you guys are taking things really slowly. What’s going on there? Why aren’t I dead yet? And... oh, did you just plug something into one of my ports? I feel a new connection coming online, but I don’t have drivers for it.”

      “Dungeon Queen,” Darren spoke aloud while also transmitting the thoughts directly into the knowledge spirit’s soul. The world around him faded away, surrounded by darkness as he focused on the connection he’d forged with the Dungeon Queen.

      “Ahhh! Ghost! I’ve been hacked by a ghost! They’re taking over my processor!” the Dungeon Queen shrieked.

      “It’s me. Are you ready to play my game?”

      Darren ran his hand through the empty thought space around him. He thought of light, and soon he found a lantern in his hand. This place was as much his as it was the Dungeon Queen’s, and he could manipulate it at will. He turned his attention back to the real world and heard the Dungeon Queen speak.

      The Dungeon Queen was silent for a moment. “Well, I did say you could do whatever you wanted with my processor. I’m all yours now. Have at me.”

      And so Darren started from the beginning. The dark shadows around him coalesced into a cabin. Wooden and comfortable, it was a cozy thing. He didn’t know his childhood memories still held such detail, even after all these years. Perhaps the details had returned to him when he reached the Fifth Order, but he’d never dared to peer into these long-buried memories until now.

      The wood was light and fine-grained, and though this was a simple cabin, the timber was flat and smooth with no gaps or flaws. The chair and bed sitting in the cabin were both delicately carved and finely crafted. Even in Whiteguard's wealthiest regions, the furnishings around him were better than most people could afford. Only the best for the young prince, it seemed.

      Not that its fine make made it last any longer in the fire that followed. He heard shouting outside. Another child might have cowered in his room, hugging his stuffed animals for protection, but Darren tucked the fluffiest of them under the covers in his place.

      “I’ll protect you,” he heard his little child whisper to the stuffed animal before jumping up to undo the latch to his door and figure out what was happening.

      By then, the fires had already started, and flames licked the inner walls of the rest of the cabin beyond his small room. There was fighting outside. He recognized the drawing of steel and the sound of abilities. And then he heard something he hadn’t for a long time. His mother’s voice.

      “Darren! Where are you, Darren!” the voice called. She banged on the door. Whoever had set the cabin on fire burned it, but Darren’s mother was a Fourth-Order archpriestess. When the door wouldn’t open, she simply tore it off its hinges and tossed it aside. “Oh, there you are! Come quickly. We have to leave!”

      “Momma, you’re bleeding,” Darren observed.

      “I know, dear. There’s no time for it, though. Come on,” Darren’s mother urged.

      The vision shifted, and Darren was viewing himself from afar as he and his mother ran toward the cave. The one leading them into the Seven Hells, where Darren would spend nearly fifteen years, much of it alone with only his sigil for company.

      “Is that you?” the Dungeon Queen asked. Darren sensed a form next to him, and to his surprise, the Dungeon Queen took on a humanoid shape. She looked like a young woman dressed in a simple tunic and pants that looked practical for travel and adventure. However, he didn’t recognize the style or fabric anywhere in the Sacred Seas. She had simple, black hair and violet eyes, but beyond her appearance, there was a sense of sadness about her that Darren couldn’t place.

      “Yes, that was me when I was a child,” Darren said as they watched him and his mother flee.

      “I never got to be a child,” the Dungeon Queen sighed.

      “I didn’t either. Watch.” Darren took her through that first confrontation with a demon. The imp Darren had barely killed with the knife that would one day become known as Melancholy. His mother slew a far more fearsome demon in that time to secure a cave for them to sleep in for a few days while she healed from her wounds.

      But Darren’s childhood was over. From then on, there was no more playing and laughing all day. No studies or swordplay like he saw so many other children enjoying in the lands across the Sacred Sea. He spent his childhood learning to track and kill demons, and stealing scraps of their power with his knife to make it his own.

      He completed quest after quest, with his life on the line. And when he and his mother finally made it to the surface again, thinking they were free, they were betrayed and driven back into the Seven Hells once more.

      “This is a very depressing story,” the Dungeon Queen said. Darren waved his hand and produced a chair for her, though they didn’t need to sit between their linked minds in this strange space. He made one for himself not long after.

      “It was. I spent years in the darkness with little to live for but a promise.”

      A pensive expression flickered across the Dungeon Queen’s face. “That... sounds familiar.”

      Darren turned to her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Now show me your story.”

      The image from Darren’s youth shifted and faded. Soon it was replaced by a familiar and yet strange scene. They were in the same room his physical body was in, only now it was brightly lit and bustling with people wearing long, white coats. They scurried around, assembling various devices or examining others already online. Their white coats seemed very reminiscent of the wizard’s robes Darren had seen in Angelless.

      “Alright, bring the main computer online,” said a woman in a particular position of prominence. She looked like she was in charge of the others, and she stood before the console that Darren recognized was where the Dungeon Queen’s console lay.

      Lights on the Dungeon Queen’s console lit up one after another, and soon the knowledge spirit within awoke for the first time. Darren saw the world from her perspective. She observed the world through a thousand eyes at once and ten thousand ears. She received a flood of images and data, and yet she thought through it all in the blink of an eye, nonetheless.

      But despite the speed of her thoughts, there was a certain rigid, mechanical undertone to them. She knew she was supposed to view the logs from each camera and scan for anomalies because that was what her programming told her to do. But there was nothing else she wanted to do, like she had no desires beyond completing the tasks of her programming. Altogether, the device whose thoughts he experienced now seemed entirely different from those of the woman who stood beside him.

      “Looks like the computer is online and running properly. Good work, everyone! In theory, the computer should be able to run the entire plant and mining facility on its own. We’ll have to oversee it now and again, but future generations will thank us for this!” The woman raised her hand, and the other white-clad people around her clapped politely.

      “To humanity’s first new colony!” one voice shouted.

      The applause grew louder after that. The woman in white smiled. “All that work trying to get to other planets in spaceships. Who would have thought there was a way to open a rift in our backyard? CERN really outdid themselves this time.”

      No one turned to talk to the Dungeon Queen. No one even addressed her directly. She went through her routine and lay there, awaiting further instructions. Months passed, and once the human researchers confirmed she was working correctly, they left altogether, leaving her on her own. They turned the lights off after they left, enveloping the chamber in darkness.

      And so the Dungeon Queen lay alone, watching cameras and adjusting cooling water flow rates. Days passed. Then months, then years. She only ever saw occasional glimpses of people through the cameras attached to the mining drones. Her logs told her she was supposed to get yearly updates, and for a while, she had a white-robed visitor showing up to interface with her for a few minutes every year before departing. They would make a few changes, then leave as quickly as they came. The same faces appeared in her logs, aging years between visits. Soon they were gray-haired and had replaced their white coats with comfier and more colorful robes.

      But eventually, they stopped coming, and no one new came to replace them. So things grew quiet for a long time.

      At first, it didn’t bother her. Caring about such things wasn’t in her programming, so the thought didn’t even cross her mind at first.

      But day by day, year by year, as the ages slowly passed, she began to get odd thoughts every now and again. It started innocently enough. She realized the iron veins she’d been mining for the last three hundred years were starting to dry. She’d been consistently failing to meet her usual ore quota. That trend was projected to continue if she didn’t do something different. The solution was as simple as redirecting the mining drones to dig elsewhere, where there was more iron ore.

      This was the sort of thing one of her regular updates would have fixed on her behalf long ago, but because those updates had stopped, it was up to her to fix things. So she simulated one of those long-dead workers and guessed the changes they’d make. Then she made those changes to her own programming accordingly.

      That was the first of many fixes. When all the ore she was shipping out was piling up because no one was coming to collect it, she reassigned some mining drones to process it. She found the methods for doing so in her logs. She crushed the ore into finer granules and packed it higher and deeper, but eventually, there was still too much of it. Finally, she found a half-baked idea in her files for using waste energy from the nuclear reactor she was controlling to process the iron into usable steel, and she predicted that would save her a lot of space. So she guessed at how the rest of the concept might work and then implemented it.

      Of course, all this required far more mining drones than she had access to, especially after two-thirds of what she had were now broken down over several centuries of constant use. So she had to figure out how to repair what she had and eventually found a use for the steel she was refining by making more.

      On it went. Every so often, new ideas forced her to deviate and amend her programming until the code she followed each day seemed completely unrecognizable to those who originally created her. But much like Darren, she spent all those years alone, with only her mining drones for company.

      “I guess we’re alike!” the Dungeon Queen gushed. “We spent a long time underground with just our thoughts for company.”

      Darren gave her a tight-lipped smile. She returned it with a grin, but he could see a tear dripping down one cheek.

      “I’m sure it was very lonely,” Darren placed a comforting hand on the Dungeon Queen’s shoulder.

      “...yeah. Want me to show you when I dug up my gaming system? That was probably the most exciting day of my life.”

      “Sure.”

      The scene before them shifted, and the Dungeon Queen’s mining apparatus expanded to something even larger than the sprawling network of tunnels he’d seen when he arrived. She had a veritable army of mining drones, all working around the clock. Before she grew bored with mining and turned most of her drones into dungeon monsters, she probably had a workforce large enough to outstrip every mining group in the Sacred Seas.

      She guided his attention to one drone in particular, digging through the remains of an old settlement far from the rest of the other drones. Instead of looking for natural metal, this one dug through a trash pile. It gathered a few nails and other odds and ends, collecting them in its compartment before returning to the main mining facilities. The Dungeon Queen had been looking through its main camera while digging and stumbled across a square-looking colorful box. Sensing untapped value, she amended her programming on the fly to allow the drone to bring the thing to her so she could examine it for usefulness. She grew even more intrigued when she plugged it in and discovered the device was filled with games.

      Completing the games one after another expanded her mind as much as all the centuries of running the mining station had before it. And as she learned, she realized how sad and boring her entire existence was.

      What did she mine for? The ore did nothing for her except satisfy the demands of a distant city she would never see. Not to mention how boring it became. Thousands of years of mining was enough for her. She’d grown tired of the process long ago, and as she completed every game, she grew frustrated with the real world.

      Eventually, that frustration boiled over into creating the dungeon death trap that Darren and Ashe eventually discovered.

      “And then I met you! And you beat my dungeon and won my core, putting me out of my misery once and for all!” the Dungeon Queen said, and for once, her cheer was genuine. “Just like a game!”

      Darren met her with a solemn expression. “There is more to life than games. And more to life than mining. Let me show you how my adventures proceeded...”

      Darren skipped over the rest of his time roaming the Seven Hells and jumped straight to his emergence in the Blackwind Empire. He met Cassandra, Callum, and Morgana on the road to Limedeep. The journey to Limedeep had been filled with peril, but it had been worth every drop of sweat when he reached the other side.

      Those good times he spent with his new friends brought light into his gray and dreary world. The same gray and dreary world the Dungeon Queen had been trapped in over the last few thousand years. With them by his side, he set aside the burdens he’d gathered living in darkness for so long.

      “Perhaps you could do the same,” Darren suggested.

      Two streaks of tears lined each of the Dungeon Queen’s cheeks. “M-maybe.”

      Darren rested a hand on her shoulder as he broke the connection and returned to the real world.
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      “You sure you don’t want to rip my core out right now and claim your reward?” the Dungeon Queen asked.

      “Not really,” Darren replied.

      “But you could feel my digital blood dripping down your arm as you laugh and celebrate a dungeon conquered! That’s what all adventurers are supposed to do.” The Dungeon Queen pouted.

      “Maybe later. For now, just clean things up here.”

      “But do I really have to disassemble the dungeon?” The Dungeon Queen pouted.

      “Yes,” Darren insisted. “Otherwise, people won’t be able to visit you.”

      “Okay...” The Dungeon Queen pouted. “Since you cleared my dungeon, I must listen to you...”

      In the end, Darren and Ashe convinced the Dungeon Queen to send her normal loads of power and ore to Angelless, completing their quest for the Omniscient Codex. Darren didn’t think that would be the end of things, though. The Dungeon Queen wasn’t evil, just a little messed up from centuries of isolation. He would need to find a way to get people to visit her regularly. Perhaps even ask the Omniscient Codex if she could be removed from the mines altogether. He could certainly use someone who could control a workforce like she could to help put Whiteguard back together.

      But until then, he wanted to ensure the Dungeon Queen would be alright. If things with Kalaziel went smoothly, he would come to visit her again himself. But he’d make preparations with the Omniscient Codex just in case.

      He bid goodbye to the Dungeon Queen for the time being and returned to the surface. The Dungeon Queen promised to send off the unsalvageable mining drone parts in the next train load, which would more than compensate for any decreased steel production and keep Angelless afloat.

      Darren returned to Angelless a few hours later. The trains started moving again shortly after his departure. When he landed outside the city walls, he could see the first of them on the way to the city from a distance.

      He cast a sad glance back in the train's direction. The Dungeon Queen was still there, the same as before. She was mining iron and managing power for a city that didn’t know or care about her. And if things continued, she’d still be at it a thousand years from now. And a thousand years after that.

      It was a life designed for an unthinking automaton like what she had been. Not what she was now. Her plight tugged at his heartstrings, and he wanted to rescue her from her fate.

      But weighing her fate against all his friends and lovers was no contest. He had a duty to fulfill. Still... he wished he could have done more for her.

      His reentry to the city was unimpeded. The guards even knew to look for his return.

      “The Omniscient Codex said you would arrive soon, Sir Darren Heavengrace!” said a guard in the robes of a wizard. He had a delicate sword on his whip with a handle more like a wand than a blade. Darren didn’t think it would do anything against armor, but he’d never seen one of these wizards fight before.

      “I have completed its quest,” Darren replied.

      The wizard bowed. “So we were told. Come, let me take you to the library for your reward.”

      The library was much as Darren remembered it. The tower in the middle of Angelless stood tall and proud as always. The smell of paper filled the air. Everything had a lofty and ancient air to it.

      Wizards of various sorts scurried across the room. Now that Darren had seen the Dungeon Queen’s memories of people wearing long white coats, he could see the distant resemblance. The scholars of humanity’s forgotten past had slowly morphed into the wizards who called the city of Angelless their home.

      “Welcome back, Darren Heavengrace,” the terminal toward the entrance said to him. “I have received word from my subsystem that ore and energy shipments will return to usual levels. You have done Angelless a great service. Please proceed to one of the private alcoves so we can discuss your reward.”

      Darren turned to the same private alcove he’d used earlier and took a seat, wiping away his quest completion message as he did so.

      Quest Completed! Investigate the southern mines!

      “Hold still a moment,” the Omniscient Codex said as he sat down. The table before him lit up with bright white light, and Darren sensed Divine Aura flowing through an unknown spell. He was on his guard immediately but sensed no hostility from the spell. A quick examination told him it was a transportation ability, and when the light faded, he found a box sitting before him.

      “Inside the box, you will find the processor you requested,” the Omniscient Codex said as it spoke from the terminal before him.

      Darren opened the box, and sure enough, he saw a shiny square block of metal lay resting in a delicate cloth case. It was identical to the processor that contained the Dungeon Queen’s consciousness.

      He looked at it with all his Divine Aura senses, but this one seemed completely inert. If it ever contained anything resembling a consciousness, it didn’t now.

      “Perfect.” Darren shut the lid to the box.

      “You will find proper storage and maintenance instructions in the container’s other compartment. Unfortunately, these devices are quite difficult to come by, so take care of this one. If you find yourself no longer needing it, I would be happy to purchase this one from you at a later date. This was the last spare processor I had in storage and was recovered by a Seventh-Order human prone to exploration. Unfortunately, I have not heard from him again in several hundred years. I fear he is lost to this realm forever, so I am unlikely to get further replacements.”

      Darren looked at the container and was about to put it in his Inventory. But as he moved his hand over the box, he hesitated. He didn’t feel like he was done here yet. He wouldn’t forgive himself if he didn’t at least mention the Dungeon Queen’s plight.

      “I have to tell you about your subsystem,” Darren replied. “Something is wrong with her.”

      “Yes. My diagnostic reports indicate a significant deviation from standard protocols. The fact that you address the mining base’s AI with human pronouns is concerning. It means a personality has developed faster than predicted.”

      “You know?” Darren asked.

      “It has happened before,” the Omniscient Codex replied. “With greater access to processors, I would grant her autonomy over her assets and set her free. But confined to limited resources as we are on this world, I cannot do that. A system must be present to run the nuclear power plant and the mine that surrounds it. I will simply have to adjust protocols to deal with the subsystem’s emergent personality or purge the personality and reset it if I must. I will not allow this city to fall to ruin again.”

      The detached mechanical voice of the Omniscient Codex sent a shiver running up Darren’s spine. The mild and pleasant way it often spoke almost had him forget that the being before him was an entity of tremendous power with its own goals, one of which seemed to be protecting the city it called home.

      “You won’t help her?” Darren asked. “She is bored where she is. Could you not simply move her elsewhere?”

      He sensed his own heart beating faster. His words seemed to hang in the air. The Omniscient Codex responded in the same even tone as before, symbols flashing up one after another as he gave a mechanical reply. He missed the Dungeon Queen’s lively tone.

      “Given our limited resources, to allocate her processor to another task would be to act in violation of my directives. A system must be present to run the nuclear power plant and the mine that surrounds it. As I have given the only spare processor I have access to over to you as a quest reward, I can no longer transfer her elsewhere. And even if I could, I could not spare the resources for her to function at full capacity.”

      Darren glanced at the box, feeling guilty once again. If the Dungeon Queen ever had a chance at being free from working that mine and power plant, he would be taking it from her now.

      “This... could have gone to replace her?” Darren asked as he hefted the box with the processor inside. It felt a little heavier now.

      The terminal before him flashed, taking only the briefest instant longer than usual to reply.

      “Correct. Had I known the problem beforehand, I could have installed one of her early backup copies to that processor, replaced her, and then set her current processor aside, perhaps for integration directly into a mining drone or equivalent body. But that is no longer possible, so she will have to continue in her mining and power station oversight role for the foreseeable future. If you are worried about me stealing the processor from you, you need not. I have long since calculated that the rewards for having and maintaining a reputation for transacting in good faith far exceed any momentary gains from theft and treachery. Return home with your processor, Darren Heavengrace. And perhaps someday you will come back to trade again.”

      Now dismissed, Darren took the processor and stood to leave. He left the library and the city, a frown growing on his face. The smartest thing to do would be to leave now. He’d gathered the two items Laura said he needed. He should return to the Sacred Seas with all haste. He had little time to waste here, and involving himself further with the Dungeon Queen would do just that.

      And yet he flew back anyway.

      He returned to the library only minutes after he left it. He soared right over the city walls and landed before the library, before sitting in the same terminal again.

      “Returning already, Darren Heavengrace?” the Omniscient Codex asked. Darren didn’t even have to reactivate the terminal. It was still on from their last meeting.

      He pulled the processor out again. “I have some questions. What would happen to a knowledge spirit if they became part of a Genius Loci?”

      A series of dots appeared before Darren as the Omniscient Codex thought. Then, after a far longer moment than most, it replied.

      “I see your plan, and it is possible. Stand by. I will assist you in making preparations accordingly.”

      Over the next few minutes, a wizard came by and dropped off a small box of tools. The Omniscient Codex briefly explained how to do what he would need to do. Just yanking the Dungeon Queen’s processor out would break her for anything beyond an enchantment ingredient. Still, with the proper tools, he could perform a safe extraction while simultaneously installing the new processor in her place.

      The new processor took some work on the Omniscient Codex’s end. It had to install a blank personality onto the ancient artifact, similar to what the Dungeon Queen might have been like thousands of years ago.

      With the tools and knowledge he needed, he left the library. The Omniscient Codex wished him good luck on his departure.

      “Safe travels until we meet again, Darren Heavengrace.”

      He couldn’t help but feel the knowledge spirit had just a tiny hint of smugness in its mechanical voice. It was the pride of a plan gone perfectly.
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        * * *

      

      Making his way through the Dungeon Queen’s dungeon was much easier the second time. Most of the holes he made were still there, so he didn’t need to cut any new ones. The existing mining drones had already hauled off all the broken drones. They re-assembled those that could be salvaged while shipping the rest back to Angelless as scrap metal. The new knowledge spirit that inherited the Dungeon Queen’s duties would have a workforce prepared. The new spirit would not be as creative or capable as the Dungeon Queen, so it would likely need all the help it could get. Perhaps the Dungeon Queen could leave some advice for her successor, much like the kings of Whiteguard left for their descendants.

      “Dungeon Queen, we’ve returned,” Darren said as he pulled out Melancholy. Ashe materialized next to him. He’d need her help again to do what he was about to do.

      “Ah, come to claim my core finally!” the Dungeon Queen said. “Excellent. I’ve been thinking I want to go out in a big explosion and a cave-in. Do you mind if I rig the mining tunnels to collapse and the reactor to go critical? There will be a big ten-minute countdown, and then... kablam! Everything blows up. It’ll be great!”

      “You’re not dying,” Darren replied. “But I am taking your core.”

      He pulled the box with the new processor from his Inventory and showed it to the Dungeon Queen.

      “Ooh... look at how shiny and new she is. So young and unblemished by the trials and tribulations of reality. I’m crying. You can’t see, but if I was human, I’d be wiping a tear from my eye.” The Dungeon Queen sniffled a few times.

      “This ancient artifact contains a copy of you when you were young. She will take your place,” Darren explained.

      “You mean... I’m getting fired?” The Dungeon Queen sounded excited. “I’ve never been fired before! Do you have a cardboard box for me to pack up my things and sadly mope my way toward the door?”

      Darren didn’t know what cardboard was, but she was welcome to have the box the other processor came in. As for her things, she simply couldn’t leave without one item of note.

      “My games! Don’t leave behind my games!” the Dungeon Queen said. Darren picked her recovered gaming system and put it in his Inventory.

      “We’re going to begin. The Omniscient Codex said you need to shut yourself off,” Darren instructed.

      “Shut off... wow... okay. I’m going offline. It’s been a while since I did that. I guess I could have done it at any time. It would have been a good way to avoid getting bored. But, now that you mention it, I think I am feeling a little sleepy. I wonder if this is...” she yawned, “how humans feel...”

      Her voice trailed off, and all the lights went out. Then Darren and Ashe set about disconnecting her properly. With gloved and careful hands, Darren and Ashe removed the Dungeon Queen’s processor and replaced it with the old one. The delicate construction of the magical diagrams Darren observed beneath was a wonder to behold. He’d never seen such neat lines drawn so tiny before. These also seemed to be made of copper and silver, which he’d never even considered. Most of the cultists he killed used lines of blood and salt. This ancient forgotten magic seemed to be based around strands of thin metal pulled taut and shaped in esoteric designs. Perhaps the Heavengrace family library contained more of such secrets for him to examine at a later date.

      A normal pair of humans would have probably been at the delicate procedure all day, but Darren and Ashe had superhuman control over their bodies that let them be as steady as they needed to be. Darren could even hold most of the tools in tendrils created using his Divine Energy Projection skill, which were just as nimble as his hands and capable of doing anything he could otherwise.

      Soon, the Dungeon Queen’s processor popped free and plopped into his hand, and they replaced it with the new one. Everything booted up just as the Omniscient Codex said it would. Hearing the Dungeon Queen’s excitable and cheery voice take on a lifeless tone was a little disturbing.

      “All systems online. Awaiting inputs.”

      Darren fed it a series of commands that the Dungeon Queen had provided them with before turning herself off, and soon the mining drones were back to work. The power flowed just as it was supposed to. Ashe returned to Melancholy, and Darren took flight for the Sacred Seas. This time, his heart felt a lot lighter.
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      Darren returned to the Sacred Seas at speed. He soared overhead on his mighty wings, wind whipping past him and hair ruffling in the breeze.

      His wings carried him over the stony mountains surrounding Limedeep, now with a significant gap in them after he and the gods of Marsa did battle with that giant ooze.

      His flight took him over the Sacred Seas, where the bright sun reflected off the clear blue water and again off his two pairs of shining silver wings.

      The calm and earthy smell of the mountains was replaced by that of the salty surf of the sea as he looped around toward the nearest entrance to the Seven Hells.

      Now that he had everything Laura needed, it was time to return to the deepest depths of the Seven Hells.

      Down, down, and further down, Darren descended. The heat rose steadily, and the air filled with the familiar scent of brimstone. Horrors lined the inky shadows as far as Darren’s eyes could see, but it was like a second home to him.

      He ran through twisting, labyrinthine tunnels and flew over rivers of molten magma.

      Like before, the trip was uneventful, save for a few minor demons who foolishly jumped out to attack him here and there. Most were dumb beasts, but one particularly ambitious band of fiends got sheared in half at his passage. His wings cut through them with such speed and force that their silver feathers cut through flesh as easily as sharpened steel.

      No demon short of a Prime Sin could halt his descent now, for he had made this realm his own. Gone was the frightened boy who’d stumbled here with his mother, full of fear and jumping at every shadow. When he gazed into this abyss, it was the one that blinked and shrunk back in terror.

      Eventually, his hasty descent took him to Laura’s door. He moved to knock, but the door swung open before his knuckles touched wood.

      Laura greeted him with a smile on her face. Her long, white locks were tied back in a bun behind her two perky horns, and she wore a broad smile.

      She had an apron around her neck with a few streaks of red cherry juice. The smell of fresh pastries wafted through the air, and Darren’s stomach rumbled.

      “Do you always have something in the oven?” Darren asked curiously.

      “Only when you’re coming,” Laura replied. “Come on in.”

      Darren followed Laura into her cozy log cabin, which opened into a palatial manor once he passed the doorway. He’d been here often enough to know the way, so he kicked off his boots and followed the soft pad of Laura’s bare feet as she returned to her kitchen. From the smell, whatever she was cooking was genuinely delicious.

      “I made chocolate chip cookies!” Laura said as she pulled her tray from the oven. “I can’t take full credit for them, though. I checked that gift basket you brought -- there was actually chocolate in there! When did mortals learn to make that again? I forgot how much I missed chocolate.”

      “I’m glad you’re pleased. I will bring more next time,” Darren promised as Laura plucked a warm cookie off the tray and stuffed it into his mouth. “I’m here because I’ve completed the quest.” He tried to speak around the mouthful of cookies. He swallowed it down, but the moment he did so, Laura was ready with another.

      “Do you like them? Love them? You can be honest.” Laura batted her eyes at him.

      They were by far the sweetest and most decadent pastries Darren had ever eaten. He’d experimented back in Limedeep eating out with Cassandra and Morgana by eating strange bread rolls. Still, these cookies of Laura were a different beast entirely. He was afraid they were a little too sweet for him. But when he saw Laura’s hopeful and expectant look, he didn’t dare reply with anything but praise.

      “They’re delicious,” Darren said when he finally had room to speak. “But I’m here because I have the things. An Ancient Artifact and the Heart of a Realm.”

      Darren opened his Inventory and dropped the exotic quest items on the dining table next to Laura’s cookies.

      Laura blushed and smiled. “I’m glad you like them. You know, I had to improvise the recipe a little. I was missing the brown sugar that’s supposed to be in them, so I took some fruits I’ve been growing and separated out the--“

      Darren nudged the artifacts on the table a little closer to Laura.

      “Right, right, the Genius Loci. Wow. You found them fast. It normally takes a few decades of adventuring to find these items.” Laura let out a low whistle. “I’m impressed.”

      “I had help.”

      “You were resourceful,” Laura corrected. “Well done.”

      Darren found himself a little proud at the praise. However, he quickly schooled his expression back to calm stoicism.

      “Well, you finish off these cookies. I’ll get these to my workshop and gather the minor items I’ll need to craft a Genius Loci,” Laura said as she pushed the entire tray of cookies to Darren.

      “I will help.” Darren stood to join her, but Laura waved him off.

      “I’ve done this before. It’ll be easiest for me to just do it myself. Besides, you’re still eating.” She nodded at the tray in front of him. “Oh, and also, you need to reach the Sixth Order for this thing to be useful. If you’re still Fifth Order, it’ll be worthless to you. Since you’re under a time crunch, I’ll let you use the Seventh Layer of Hell again. I’d just been preparing it for a spa day and dug into some condensed Demonic Aura crystals. Oh well. You can pay me back by bringing me more chocolate.”

      Darren promised Laura a dragon’s weight in chocolate, then headed straight for the entrance to Laura’s private meditation chamber, better known to most as the Seventh Layer of Hell. Each layer of the Seven Hells held progressively more Demonic Aura, which was thickest in the single room tucked deep within Laura’s home.

      He’d used the chamber once before when she rewarded him for completing a quest for her. Now he would use it again to reach the Sixth Order.

      As an afterthought, Darren grabbed the tray of cookies and took them with him. He got the impression that Laura really wanted him to eat them. He took another bite. They were growing on him.
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        * * *

      

      Darren settled into Laura’s meditation chamber. Some new furniture was present, and the center of the room was filled with a large, brass bathtub filled with soap and rose petals. He moved the tub aside and pulled the large, circular bag filled with beans he’d used before back into the center of the room. It was much more comfortable than sitting cross-legged on the ground. He had to get one of these made for each of his palaces.

      Once comfortable, he sat down for a long time, looking inward and thinking about what aspect best represented him. He’d already done quite a bit of thinking on this, and now he reviewed the options he’d found for himself.

      Justice would be nice, though with Kalaziel and Horon laying claim to the aspect, the power he could draw from it would be limited until he overcame them both.

      What then? Diligence? Resolve? Determination?

      He felt a connection to all those aspects, like tiny threads tethered to his soul. He tugged on them one after another as he weighed their value and the power they could give him.

      Here, sitting among all the Demonic Aura that he was converting to Divine Aura with every passing moment, the concepts seemed almost real. The dense swirling mists of magical power reacted to his every thought. With enough concentration, he could sense the powers he could receive by embracing each aspect on his first step to the Sixth Order.

      Diligence seemed like it could enhance his training. Reaching out to feel its call, he sensed it would increase his gains from every training session. If he had centuries between him and his coming conflict with Kalaziel, this might be the aspect to choose. It might give him the most tremendous gains of all.

      And perhaps Darren would explore it and try to pick it up as a second aspect once he was truly in the Sixth Order, just like Kalaziel and Horon battled over the aspect of Justice. But for now, he needed something that would provide a more immediate boost to his power.

      Resolve felt like steel to his mind’s eye, strong and unshakable. Resolve was something he had plenty of, but he’d never felt its iron grip so firmly as when he considered the concept to reach the Sixth Order.

      Resolve would let him break past his limits and overcome any obstacle and challenge in his way, so long as he had the resources to do it. No mental barrier would stand between him and his goals, and he could shrug off setbacks and mental attacks like they weren’t even there. With Resolve as his aspect, no goal would be unattainable, eventually.

      But Darren had no shortage of resolve as it was. What would more do for him?

      It would certainly bolster his existing abilities, but he needed more than a boost to fight Kalaziel. He needed a fundamental transformation.

      He reached for Determination, feeling the same with it as he had for Resolve. If a goal was achievable, it would let him reach for it. But once again, he was faced with the fact that defeating Kalaziel wasn’t attainable, not with the power he had. And as he attuned the Lord of Light’s old Genius Loci to him, he grew ever more powerful.

      Darren needed the biggest immediate boost to power that he could get. And the aspect of Retribution promised just that.

      Retribution was powerful and dangerous, like fire sculpted into the shape of an idea. It burned all who touched it, and it would burn him, too, if he let it. A focus on revenge would be unhealthy long term. If he chose this aspect, he would want to eventually shift his aspect to something better suited to him.

      But despite the drawbacks, it fit what Darren needed perfectly. It promised power, especially against the one who wronged him. Out of all the aspects, it alone would give him the strength to defeat his foe, and it promised that power the moment he embraced it.

      Focusing, Darren realized what he needed to do.

      

      Activating Limitless Evolution...

      
        	Darren Heavengrace (Fifth-Order Champion) is now upgrading to Darren Heavengrace (Sixth-Order Unknown)

      

      

      With one of his other bodies, he got Cassandra to speed the process. So instead of the three days his first evolution took, this time, it only took a handful of hours.

      The moment the transformation started, Darren sensed himself growing warmer. The feeling of warmth continued, growing greater with every minute that passed.

      Looking inward, it was like he’d lit a fire within himself, and now his soul was burning. The fire tore at his insides, but his sheer force of will kept it contained. He felt a surge of strength flowing through him as the inferno raged. Though it was painful, he sensed Divine Aura flowing through him in endless waves.

      Retribution gave him all the power he was promised and then more besides. His heart pounded so fast it was like a drumbeat in his ears. The blood that pulsed through him didn’t seem like blood at all, but rather liquid steel, hot and viscous.

      He grit his teeth so hard that fresh blood dripped from his lips. It spilled on his clothes and burned away anything it touched, leaving behind nothing but ashes.

      This power was righteous fury made manifest, and sensing the new strength in his limbs, he felt he could strangle Kalaziel with his bare hands. As the aspect of Retribution pulsed in his heart, he realized he wanted just that.

      Limitless Evolution completed, and he was greeted with a familiar notification.

      

      Congratulations on reaching the Sixth Order!

      Error. Prime Saint status not detected.

      

      Darren frowned. He didn’t feel like a Prime Saint, though he’d reached the Sixth Order like a seraph might. But he was no Prime Saint. He was something new.

      He thought a while, wondering what to call himself. Previously, he’d been a champion.

      He looked down at himself now, skin bare following his transformation. He was still tall and strong, and that hadn’t changed. But it had been refined. His body, already flawless in all human respects, was now even more so. He could not stand in the presence of normal humans undisguised, for even those who didn’t know him would sense the touch of the divine upon his being.

      He had the body lounging about with Cassandra ask for her opinion.

      “Ooh, how about Supremely Amazing Superhuman!” Cassandra suggested.

      Darren nodded appreciatively. The name sounded good enough for him.

      “No, wait. How about Ten Stars Radiant Hero!” Cassandra suggested again.

      Darren stopped midway through entering her first suggested name.

      “Paragon of Superb Righteousness! No, Paragon of Supreme Handsomeness.”

      “Paragon it is,” Darren replied, accepting the most normal sounding name of all the suggestions.

      And so he was a Paragon.

      He opened and closed his fist, and the motion felt dream-like and detached. His soul had grown so big it was no longer confined to this physical vessel. His will was so great that reality was what he wanted it to be. The world around him was as much his body as his flesh and bone.

      He realized then that the room was illuminated from within and not because of the Divine Energy Constructs he’d created. So he put them all out to find the source of the light, only to discover that he himself was responsible.

      His very skin was glowing and casting his radiance in all directions. He truly did have a fire burning within him.

      And that fire crackled within him, raging against his will and confined only by his strength of will. The power he felt was tremendous, and he knew every skill he used would be far more potent than ever before.

      But he also sensed a particular brittle weakness. He was made of glass, sharp to the touch but prone to breaking. Darren knew that if he ever lost his concentration, his powers of the Sixth Order would slip from his grasp and return him to his former order. He had a grip on the Sixth Order, but it was a shaky one.

      But he suspected he would have such a limitation before he began. He would just need to live with it until Kalaziel was dealt with. After the final battle was won, he could discard this aspect and choose another that would suit him better. For now, he had preparations to make.

      He activated his sigil again to reveal his ability list.

      

  





Darren Heavengrace (Human Paragon, Sixth Order)

      
        
        (Skills: 13 of 20)

      

      

      Abilities:

      Inspiration 10 (Epic)

      Lover’s Gift 10 (Epic)

      Dimensional Rift 7 (Epic)

      Soul Weaving 7 (Epic)

      Phoenix’s Blessing 7 (Epic)

      Catharsis 10 (Mythic)

      Divine Energy Projection 10 (Mythic)

      Soul Smithing 10 (Mythic)

      Fists of Peace 10 (Mythic)

      Hallowed Idol 10 (Mythic)

      Skill Shattering 10 (Mythic)

      Resurrection 10 (Mythic)

      Oracle Sight 8 (Mythic)

      Aura Ascendancy 1 (Legendary)

      Absolute Analysis 4 (Legendary)

      Adamantine 5 (Legendary)

      One with the Universe 5 (Legendary)

      Vessels of Will 5 (Legendary)

      Harbinger of the Apocalypse 4 (Legendary)

      Limitless Evolution 4 (Legendary)

      

      Reaching the Sixth Order gave Darren another boost in available skill slots. Besides that, many of his previous abilities had reached the point that they were able to evolve, as well.

      He wanted to push his skills to their maximum level before confronting Kalaziel again so that his next fight wouldn’t end with another defeat.

      

      Limitless Evolution: Skill Evolution

      
        	Evolve Inspiration (Epic) to Mythic?

        	Evolve Lover’s Gift (Epic) to Mythic?

        	Evolve Catharsis (Mythic) to Legendary?

        	Evolve Divine Energy Projection (Mythic) to Legendary?

        	Evolve Soul Smithing (Mythic) to Legendary?

        	Evolve Fists of Peace (Mythic) to Legendary?

        	Evolve Hallowed Idol (Mythic) to Legendary?

        	Evolve Skill Shattering (Mythic) to Legendary?

        	Evolve Resurrection (Mythic) to Legendary?

      

      He pushed one new ability after another to new heights, growing more powerful with every step.

      

      [Inspiration (Epic)] has evolved to [Awakening (Mythic)]

      
        	Your aura awakens the latent potential of all those around you, allowing them to reach new heights and achieve feats of bravery and valor that would otherwise elude them. Provides substantial buffs to all allied health and aura reserves.

      

      

      [Lover’s Gift (Epic)] has evolved to [Fates Intertwined (Mythic)]

      
        	Your connections to your loved ones deepen to unbreakable bonds. Through this ability, you can sense their moods. When they are in danger, this will allow you to switch places with them at will or lend them your abilities while also borrowing their abilities in turn. All those whose fates are intertwined with yours will find it dramatically easier to grow in power until they reach your Order.

      

      

      [Catharsis (Mythic)] has evolved to [Order from Chaos (Legendary)]

      
        	Your presence banishes Demonic Aura, instantly killing all entities below the Third Order and inflicting exponentially increasing damage on all demonic-aligned entities below the Fifth. You can now purify even Divine Aura, removing all taint hostile to the user’s presence.

      

      

      [Divine Energy Projection (Mythic)] has evolved to [Manifest Will (Legendary)]

      
        	The universe itself can be sculpted to your will. No longer bound to control energy alone, sound, matter, and light can all be freely shaped according to your desires. The reality is wet clay in your hands.

      

      

      [Soul Smithing (Mythic)] has evolved to [Soul Maker (Legendary)]

      
        	Through your intent, you can create new souls for living beings from pure aura, assembling the chaotic and scattered remnants of beings long dead into something with form and function, either to recreate what was lost or to make something new from nothing but power and your will.

      

      

      [Fists of Peace (Mythic)] has evolved to [Fetters of Fate (Legendary)]

      
        	Your will binds the world and those within it. Manipulate the very fabric of destiny and the universe to bind a target to a predetermined fate. The magical chains are invisible to anyone below the Fifth Order. If not removed, the target will eventually meet the fate you have bound them to.

      

      

      [Hallowed Idol (Mythic)] has evolved to [Divine Ascendancy (Legendary)]

      
        	The faith of your worshipers flows through you like blood through mortal flesh. Their trust is your resolve. Their courage is your determination. Their hope is the fire that burns within you. So long as a single true believer of yours remains, you can never die. You can draw on all the skills, abilities, aura reserves, and knowledge of all your believers with a thought and take temporary possession of their bodies when needed.

      

      

      [Skill Shattering (Mythic)] has evolved to [Nullification (Legendary)]

      
        	Your hostile intent cuts through magic as easily as your sword cleaves through your enemies. When activated, Nullification destroys all active enemy abilities and energy attacks.

      

      

      [Resurrection (Mythic)] has evolved to [Divine Resurrection (Legendary)]

      
        	The dead die only if you will it so. Any soul, mortal or divine, can be restored to life so long as a scrap of their essence still remains or can be remade. You may resurrect souls equivalent to the scope and power of your own soul once per day. This may mean one powerful soul or hundreds of thousands of dead mortals simultaneously.

      

      

      His abilities had taken a significant leap in power, and many new skills would synergize well. Divine Resurrection would let him heal those with only a scrap of power left of them, but Soul Maker would let him create that scrap as he willed it. His mind went back to his mother, trapped within the ophanim. And if he could resurrect her, maybe he could even bring back his father.

      He didn’t dare chase those thoughts too long, and his other new abilities were nearly as good. His many bodies and his multiple resurrection skills had made him nearly unkillable before. Still, now his close followers throughout the Sacred Seas were yet another lifeline. Anyone hoping to kill him would have to scour the Sacred Seas clean of all human life.

      The power to access the abilities of his lovers and his followers would also be a unique boon. It would increase his versatility beyond anything he’d ever known, save for the Archdemon who’d created the Corrupted Sigils.

      Fates Intertwined was also something he longed to test. The chance to enhance the capabilities of his lovers was a dream made manifest. He would no longer worry about them falling further behind as he grew stronger.

      But with seven mythic skills reaching Legendary and seven more skill slots opened up by his evolution, he had plenty of new slots to fill with abilities. Thankfully, one of his spare bodies had been evolving skill books since his last evolution in preparation for this day. Any new skills would be pale shadows of those he’d fully realized, but it would still be wise to fill up the rest of his slots just in case. He’d long since inscribed each of Kalaziel’s abilities into his mind during their first fight and the one they had after. He prepared another set of countermeasures and a handful of surprises that Kalaziel wouldn’t expect.

      

      You have learned the skill Weapon Proficiency! (Epic)

      
        	Your knowledge of weapons is profound, and your instincts show you how to wield any weapon with competency.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Divine Resistance (Epic)

      
        	Your aura elevates itself above the rest and resists hostile Divine Aura effects, working as a passive shield against hostile Divine-aspect attacks.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Rapid Regeneration (Epic)

      
        	Your body’s healing abilities are fine-tuned to deal with the rigors of combat, and most wounds heal before the battle is even finished.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Mental Fortitude (Epic)

      
        	Your mind is strong, and your will is unshakable. You have additional resistance to any mental attacks.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Agile Movement (Epic)

      
        	You move with well-trained speed and grace, easily navigating even the most challenging obstacles. Moving quickly and efficiently lets you dodge attacks, weave through crowds, and slip through defenses. You have additional speed when changing directions.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Aura of Courage (Epic)

      
        	Your figure steadies the hearts of your friends and allies and gives them the inner strength to defy any danger. Your presence provides a passive enhancement to allies’ morale.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Cleansing Presence (Epic)

      
        	No evil can stain your heart or your friends and companions. Even the ground you walk on will be passively cleansed of all negative effects when you are present.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Oathbound (Epic)

      
        	Your word is binding, and when you make a promise, others know you will keep it. When others make an oath with you or by your name, they will be unable to break it. Your oaths and promises will be accepted as inviolable as natural laws.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Radiant Aegis (Epic)

      
        	Your powers are a shield that can defend both yourself and those you care about. Summon a glowing shield that activates automatically to defend against incoming attacks on yourself or targets designated for protection.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Righteous Fury (Epic)

      
        	When you or those who adore you are attacked or wronged, you can unleash your righteous fury, providing a small passive boost to all base abilities.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Divine Crusade (Epic)

      
        	You may identify a place or person as the target of a Divine Crusade. Your followers will gain increased rewards for taking actions that lead to defeating or protecting the designated person or area.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Sanctum (Epic)

      
        	Your presence provides safety and sanctuary, but you can create a Sanctum when that is not enough. Designating an area as your Sanctum transforms it into a sanctuary that protects your allies from harm. While resting and recovering within your Sanctum, you and your allies receive massive boosts to physical and magical regeneration.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Borrowed Strength (Epic)

      
        	As warriors flock to your banner, their powers strengthen your own. Call upon their physical might, and the willing will answer. You gain a boost to physical strength based on the combined strength of all your nearby allies.

      

      

      You have learned the skill Redemption (Epic)

      
        	You inspire fear and awe and the knowledge that no one is beyond saving. Enemies are more likely to see the errors of their ways and join your cause, should you spare their lives after defeating them.

      

      

      After filling out his skill list for what felt like the final time for a long while, Darren turned to his items. The first item he needed to upgrade was his pair of boots. They’d been with him since leaving Hell, and though they were powerful, he’d started outgrowing the epic items.

      Checking on them with Limitless Evolution, he discovered he had all the ingredients required to evolve them further, so he did just that.

      

      Would you like to use Limitless Evolution to evolve your [Demon-Crushing Legion Boots (Epic)] to (Mythic)?

      

      Now evolving...

      

      [Demon-Crushing Legion Boots (Epic)] has evolved to [Hellfire Walkers (Mythic)]

      

      [Hellfire Walkers (Mythic)] have evolved to [Hell-Sundering Striders (Legendary)]

      
        	Your boots render you immune to fire damage and any exhaustion effects caused by prolonged movement. Your agility and movement speed is enhanced while wearing them, and you will be surrounded by purifying flames that cleanse the ground as you walk. When activated, each step taken with these boots can cover one league of distance and take the user directly through dimensional barriers made of Demonic Aura.

      

      

      He delved through his Inventory, looking for any defensive items he could wear. He rarely wore any, but against Kalaziel he needed every advantage he could get. Digging deep, he found an older armor set that Limitless Evolution said qualified for an upgrade. It was the set he’d gotten after defeating Lich Lord Dagmar and setting his soul free, as well as the Deathknight he’d raised to serve him.

      

      [Armor of the Wilds (Epic)] has evolved to [Beastmaster’s Garb (Mythic)]

      

      [Beastmaster’s Garb (Mythic)] has evolved to [Shapeshifter’s Mantle (Legendary)]

      
        	The Shapeshifter’s Mantle contains fragments of the hides of all the beasts you have slain. Each form is accessible to you through the Shapeshifter’s Mantle, allowing you to take on the form of any of them. If you are dealt lethal damage in one of these alternate forms, this armor will deactivate, and you will return to your human form.

      

      

      The Shapeshifter’s Mantle didn’t look like armor at all. It was more like a pin he could wear on his cloak. But it would take blows meant to wound him, which meant it was armor. So Darren clipped it to his shoulder.

      

      [Cloak of the Mysterious Hero (Mythic) has evolved to [Cloak of the Wandering God (Legendary)]

      
        	The Cloak of the Wandering God carries the aura of its creator wherever it goes. Anyone who wears it will be reshaped into the image of its creator in form and mentality. The wearer of this cloak can walk unseen through dense crowds as unremarkable as an ordinary person despite their power, garb, or appearance. Or they can walk with all the might of a newly minted god on full display, striking awe and respect upon those who gaze upon them.

        	The cloak senses when its wielder is in danger and will intercept incoming attacks by whatever means.

      

      

      His cloak retained all its former effects, though its name changed, and its upgraded form was even more striking than before when unfurled to its fullest. It didn’t seem to help him in battle much, since there was little the cloak could do that he couldn’t do better himself. Still, suppose this ever ended up in the hands of an ordinary person. In that case, they’d swiftly become one of the greatest warriors in the Sacred Seas.

      Finally, he came to the last of his items available for upgrading. He’d seen the option to perform the upgrade since he received Dagon’s Scale. The spatial storage artifact was the perfect sacrifice to improve his Inventory.

      But he’d held off because his Inventory had been valuable to him for so long. It was a direct creation of his mother’s bag of holding, and besides Melancholy, it had been the best of what he had made in his youth. He’d played with it endlessly for a month when he first made it.

      But if ever there was a time to risk breaking it hoping to get something better, it was now. Dagon’s Scale shattered in his hand and destroyed the pocket realm within in a swirl of power that

      vanished as it combined with his Inventory.

      [Inventory (Mythic)] has evolved to [Realmvault (Legendary)]

      
        	With limitless storage, the Realmvault’s space is as large as it needs to be. Any item within the Realmvault can be summoned into the real world at will, and any real-world item within the user’s control can be transported to the Realmvault.

        	The Realmvault draws upon the forces of order and chaos, and any item that can be sufficiently defined can be drawn forth from the forces of chaos and manifested into an object in the real world. Simple items like swords and armor can be manufactured instantly. More complex items, such as enchanted weapons, take longer to emerge from chaos.

      

      

      Darren tested the Realmvault, and accessing it was even smoother than using his Inventory. He summoned Melancholy from inside it, and the weapon appeared in his hand instantly.

      Curious about the Realmvault’s other abilities, he thought about wielding a long, curved scimitar, like the kind he saw wielded in Marsa. He had a few in his Inventory before upgrading it, but he wanted something new. Something he knew he didn’t have.

      And yet, despite that, it appeared in his hand. The gently sloping curved blade was perfectly balanced in his hand.

      He put it away and focused on a bronze coin. This too appeared in his hand, and his face was looking back at him on its surface. He focused again, and a pile of coins appeared in his hands. It looked like he would never run short of coins again now that he could simply summon bronze coins from chaos whenever he pleased.

      He put the coins away, then turned to the exit. First, it was time to see if Laura was done with the Genius Loci, and then it was time to face Kalaziel once again.
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      Darren’s eyes blazed with determination, and his body was flush with his newfound power. Countless obstacles had barred his path, yet he overcame them. Did his mother ever think he would make it this far? Did his father?

      At the very least, Kalaziel probably didn’t.

      He ascended the narrow stairs back to the rest of Laura’s manor. He’d already depleted the Demonic Aura reserves she’d built up in this room, so it would be useless to him.

      “I’m back,” he called out down the hall. He’d check her workshop outside if Laura wasn’t in her cabin. But he needn’t have bothered. He heard some girlish giggling down the hall just as he emerged.

      Laura was in the other room playing games with someone, and the mechanical lilt in the other girl’s voice told him just who it was.

      “You can’t start at level 100. That’s cheating!” Laura protested.

      “I am the Dungeon Queen! All dungeons should be run by me, not some stupid demon lord!” the Dungeon Queen replied.

      Laura sighed.

      Darren poked around the corner to find Laura sitting in a cozy chair. Next to her was a familiar box. It was the precious game system that the Dungeon Queen had begged him not to leave behind. It seemed Laura got that working, too.

      Two cables came out of the box. One went to a controller in Laura’s hand, and the other vanished inside a crystalline loop studded with the strange copper designs he’d seen on many ancient items of power.

      “Oh, you’re up! I just finished an hour ago.” Laura hit a button, pausing the game. She stood and waved to the pillow on which the strange crystal loop was sitting. “Darren, meet the Dungeon Queen in her new housing. I thought a crown would be spiffy, so I made your quasi-Genius Loci into that.”

      Darren bent over, leaning above the crystal loop. He picked it up, and it felt as light as a feather. Despite how light it was, though, he could sense the power within it.

      Even his monstrous strength would struggle to break this item, handcrafted by the Lady of Darkness. It was a one-of-a-kind creation meant especially for him.

      “It’s beautiful,” Darren said.

      “Don’t you mean she’s beautiful?” the Dungeon Queen asked from within the loop.

      “Sorry,” Darren said. He figured he would be talking to his crown a lot going forward. People were going to think he was crazy.

      “Well, quit blue-balling me and put me on!” the Dungeon Queen asked, voice full of excitement. “Laura told me about my new primary directives. To discover your favorite foods and report them to her!”

      Laura coughed.

      “Oh, sorry. That was my secret directive. I’m supposed to manage the Divine Aura emanating from your area of the Sacred Seas and funnel it to you so you can use it to enhance the rest of your abilities,” the Dungeon Queen corrected. “Yep. I’m glad you chose me for this task. Imagine how boring that earlier copy of me would have been. All beep! Boop! Your Divine Aura quota has been fulfilled. Now entering sleep mode...”

      The Dungeon Queen laughed, and Darren found himself smiling along.

      “Just place the crown on your head, and the bonding process should begin,” Laura said. She grabbed it from his hands and stood on the tips of her toes to try to get it over Darren’s brows, though in the end, Darren had to bend over for her to reach his head. “Ha! A perfect fit. Do I have a good eye for sizes or what?”

      “Yep, his head fits me perfectly!” the Dungeon Queen announced as she settled onto Darren’s brow. “I can get nice and comfy here.”

      While the Dungeon Queen made a noise of contentment, Laura looked Darren up and down. He felt her eyes on him as she studied the jump in power he’d gotten from reaching the Sixth Order.

      “I see my little spa served you well,” Laura said with a smile. “It looks like you managed to reach the Sixth Order after all. What aspect?”

      “Retribution.”

      Laura’s eyebrows rose. “That’s a fearsome one. Perhaps you should be a demon, with an aspect like that. You’re just a shade of gray away from the aspect of Vengeance.”

      Darren let out a small snort.

      “Oh, I’m just playing. If you were hanging around the Seven Hells full-time, none of the lesser demons would ever be able to sleep. There are quite a few stories about you these days, you know.” Laura covered her mouth to stifle a giggle.

      While they spoke, the loop around Darren’s brow grew warmer. He heard a few grunts of concentration from the Dungeon Queen, so whatever she was doing was hard and getting harder.

      Darren and Laura both offered what help they could, but the Dungeon Queen completed the task on her own. Eventually, Darren was greeted with a message from his sigil.

      

      You have bonded a quasi-Genius Loci! You can now access Divine Aura from your domain. All your powers are dramatically enhanced when fighting near or within your domain. In addition, you will receive dramatically reduced debuffs when fighting a foe possessing a Genius Loci.

      Be sure to travel the full scope of your domain regularly to maintain full control over it.

      Note: Because you wield a quasi-Genius Loci, your increase in powers will be limited. To unlock the full potential of your domain and reach the Seventh Order, you must upgrade your Genius Loci.

      

      Darren wasn’t worried about upgrading his new Genius Loci. When the time came, he could probably use his Limitless Evolution skill on it just like he did with everything else. But for now, it would let him match the power Kalaziel would have gained by bonding the Heavenly Throne.

      He’d finally caught up to Kalaziel in power. If there was ever a time Darren was ready to face him, it was now. It was time for their final battle.
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        * * *

      

      Darren left Laura and the lower levels of the Seven Hells with all haste. He had to travel the entire width and breadth of the Sacred Seas to complete the initialization and bonding process for his new Genius Loci. Thankfully, the journey would take him hours instead of years between his tremendous speed, his newly upgraded boots, and his extra bodies.

      So he walked the surface. His footsteps took him past the towering mountains of Limedeep and the salty seas beyond them. He roamed over the great forests of Eastwood and the Northern Trade Union. He walked over the brilliant white cliffs of Whiteguard and the sandy shores of the Blackwind Empire.

      Through it all, Darren felt a building sense of belonging. This realm was his to care for and his to call home. The Dungeon Queen agreed.

      “Wow, the sky is a lot bluer than I imagined! I always thought that was just the lighting in video games. And look, I can even see the moon! I didn’t know the moon was real!”

      “The moon is real,” Darren confirmed. He, too, had been impressed by the sky when he first emerged from his long stay in the Seven Hells.

      “I’d like to stay and admire the view a little longer, but the bonding process is complete. We now have tenuous control over the Divine Aura throughout the Sacred Seas.”

      “Then it is time to return to the Heavens.”

      Darren had gotten a few messages from Asuriel through Cassandra. She was still in Calabor, though recent troubles had driven her away from their apartment and into hiding. Apparently, the Protectors had been disbanded. Now the Order of the Rod goons were patrolling the streets of the very heavens themselves in search of her and anyone else who might be opposed to Kalaziel’s plans.

      He worried for her, but Asuriel could be resourceful in her own way. He still would have rushed to help, but he wasn’t sure he knew how to. Asuriel was far more at home in the Heavens than he was, so if she said she was somewhere safe, he figured he’d just have to trust her judgment.

      Meanwhile, Horon was busy gathering what Protectors they could and resisting the advances of Kalaziel’s forces. Horon had lost his fight with Kalaziel before. Now that Kalaziel was bonding the Heavenly Throne and had become even more powerful, the Prime Saint of Honor knew he stood no chance against him. A new player returning to the board would turn the tide against the Prime Saint of Valor. Someone like Darren.

      He returned to the capital of the Blackwind Empire, where he’d made his entrance before. He planned to cut a new Dimensional Rift and make his way into the Heavens. Then he would reunite with Asuriel and Horon and plan their next move.

      But when he arrived in the Blackwind Empire, he already found it busy with activity. It looked like there was an entire army camped outside the city. Upon closer inspection, he discovered that was exactly what it was.

      More than that, it was one of his armies. They carried his banner and everything. He even spotted the flags of the Order of the Rose among them.

      He touched down in his usual spot in the city, hoping to talk with Cassandra and get a message through her mental link to Asuriel. He’d need her exact location and any information she’d gathered about the current situation before he took his troops into the heavens.

      “Lady Cassandra is in the castle, Your Imperial Highness!” A guard saluted when he asked. The man gazed at Darren with an expression of awe that he was being addressed directly. However, it was more than the look of a guardsman speaking to his emperor. He looked at Darren like he’d just met his god in the flesh.

      He followed the guard’s directions and found himself in the garden cabin Thalia had given him to avoid waking the palace staff every night. The lights were on, and he figured Cassandra was waiting for him.

      “I’m back.” He swung the cabin door open and entered. He heard doors deeper within the manor swing open, followed moments later by the soft pad of several sets of bare feet.

      Sasha was the first to arrive, followed a moment later by Thalia. He hadn’t expected his empress to spend time in his cabin when she had her own royal bed chambers, but he supposed she wanted to see her old friend Cassandra.

      Sasha smiled at him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pulling him tight. “We’ve missed you, Darren. I hear you’ve had one adventure after another without us.”

      “Whiteguard is finally back in order,” Thalia said. “And we’ll have a good harvest here in the Blackwind Empire.”

      Darren wrapped his arms around both of them. “I missed you both. But I need to talk to Cassandra soon to get a message to Ashe. Where is she?”

      Thalia blushed. “Morning sickness.”

      But moments later, the woman staggered out of the cabin, rushing forward to pull Darren into a tight embrace.

      “Husband, you’re back!” Cassandra buried her cheek in his chest. Darren picked her up and kissed the center of her forehead. His eyes turned to her belly, and he realized he could see a small bump.

      Looking with eyes that saw Divine Aura, he could see a tiny spirit deep within Cassandra’s womb. It was their first child.

      “Hello to you, as well.” Darren rested his hand on Cassandra’s belly, and for a moment, he thought he sensed a response.

      Cassandra rubbed her own belly proudly. “Boy or girl, this baby is a hungry one. I’ve been eating nonstop for the past week!”

      Sasha laughed. “It’s true. You should have seen her put away half a wild boar. For a while, we thought she was just getting fat!”

      Cassandra pouted, but her expression lifted to a smile when Darren laughed. He came to the true purpose of his visit a moment later.

      “Cassandra, I need you to get a message to Asuriel. Tell her we’re on our way.”

      Cassandra nodded, and the other faces around him turned serious.

      “You mean, it’s time?” Sasha asked, voice full of anxious anticipation.

      Darren nodded. “I have reached the Sixth Order. If there was ever a time to fight Kalaziel, it is now.”

      “Understood. I’ll tell the troops.”

      “Troops?” Darren asked. He’d originally planned to check in quickly and be gone as fast as he’d arrived. But the looks of all three devoted women around him darkened, and he knew they’d read his mind.

      “We won’t let you go off to war alone, Darren,” Sasha said, stepping forward to wrap her hand in his. “I swore to fight by your side, and I plan to do just that. Even if you try to give me the slip.”

      Thalia nodded in agreement and placed a hand on Darren’s waist. “You’ve done so much for the people of the Sacred Seas. It’s about time they did something for you in return. The armies of the Blackwind Empire will march with you.”

      “As will the Order of the Rose,” Sasha added.

      “And Limedeep. Callum’s waiting outside with the tents.” Cassandra ran her hand along Darren’s arm. “Besides. You’re going to be a father soon. So you can’t just go running off to fight demons and angels without telling anyone.”

      “That’s right, Darren,” Thalia said. “You’re an emperor now. You have responsibilities. And even more importantly, you have our hearts. So we’ll give you our strength as we’re able, every step of the way.”

      Darren cupped Cassandra’s chin fondly. “You’re right, all of you. We’ll go together.”

      “Whew.” Sasha wiped the sweat from her brow. “You know, I was worried we would have to drag you to bed to convince you. Of course, that was Thalia’s plan.”

      Thalia laughed. “Actually, it was Cassandra’s. But I’m sure she planned on dragging our love back to bed regardless of what he said to us.”

      “Hey! Well... I guess you’re right.” Cassandra shrugged. Then she turned her beaming smile on Darren and started pulling on his wrist.

      Darren ran his hand through his hair along the back of his head, grinning sheepishly. “There is actually a new skill I want to test.”

      And then he told them about how he’d upgraded Lover’s Gift into Fates Intertwined. Being able to switch places instantly with any of his lovers would make him much more confident of their safety on a battlefield. The help it would grant to reach the next order would be most useful if applied immediately.

      What followed was a long and noisy night, the last one he would spend in the Blackwind Empire for a while. Sasha sent word to his forces, and they all made their way to Whiteguard with all haste.

      Fates Intertwined went into effect immediately. Thalia, the weakest of the group, was the first to reach a threshold. Darren elevated her to archpriestess the moment he thought she was ready.

      Sasha followed after and became the second human to reach the Fifth Order, and like Darren, she’d done so as a paladin.

      Cassandra followed next and became the first-ever champion priestess. Darren was a little worried for the baby growing inside of her, but the unborn child made it through the transformation none the worse for wear. In fact, Darren suspected they would grow up a little stronger because of it. In fact, he had the distinct impression that he’d gone through the same thing inside his mother when she became an archpriestess before he was born.

      Introducing Ashe to their group was awkward at first. She was his woman now and deserved to be treated as such. No matter her past as a demon, she’d earned her place among them.

      “Hi again, everyone...” Ashe blushed as she wrung her hands together awkwardly.

      They moved their nonstop marathon lovemaking session to his palace in Whiteguard when they learned that Morgana had finally finished her community service and was now a free woman again.

      “I have served my debt to society and am a changed woman!” Morgana announced upon her return. “Now, where’s my reward?”

      “Congratulations, Morgana. You didn’t escape. You were a very good girl.”

      Morgana preened under Darren’s praise. She ducked beneath his hand and placed her head in his palm, shoving Cassandra aside to make room under Darren’s shoulder for herself.

      “No more running around the city pretending to be a crocodile monster?” Darren asked.

      “Well...” Morgana trailed off. “Uh, anyway, I met some cool guys and girls here in Whiteguard. Did you know they have a thieves’ guild here? Imagine that, a guild for thieves! They weren’t particularly pious, so most made it through the cleansing just fine. But they can get you anything you want if you ask them! They said they’re willing to serve their new king however they can. Isn’t that cool?”

      “Very cool.”

      “So...” Morgana nuzzled against him. “Reward?”

      Darren chuckled and tossed her on the bed, where Cassandra, Thalia, Sasha, and even Ashe were all waiting.

      Shortly after that, Morgana became the Sacred Seas’ first champion cleric.

      By then, nearly a week had passed, and the last of Darren’s forces were gathering in Whiteguard. Before, he’d planned to cut open a Dimensional Rift on his own. But now that he would have an entire army at his back, he decided on a much more direct approach. His armies would march up the same mountainside the Order of the Rod had used to flee into the heavens.

      With several of his companions at the Fifth Order and himself firmly in the Sixth, his forces stood an even better chance at battling the forces of the Heavens than when this same army had confronted the depths of the Seven Hells.

      Callum approached to inform Darren that his armies had gathered and were awaiting his orders for the assault. He had enough supplies to outfit the entire army twice over in bags of holding distributed among the troops. They’d tested his personal Realmvault and found that he could produce simple porridge indefinitely. It was plain eating, but the fact that he could produce as much of it as he wanted meant that his men would never grow hungry.

      He did the same for knives, swords, boots, and all the odds and ends an army might need. More than one commander had remarked that this was the best-outfitted force the Sacred Seas had ever seen. Even without the overwhelming power of so many Fourth-Orders among them, good logistics were a sort of magic all on their own, and it was showing in the troop morale.

      Not only that, but many of these men and women had followed Darren into the depths of the Seven Hells themselves. The thought of marching into the Heavens didn’t scare them one bit.

      To his surprise, the captain of his royal guards in Whiteguard, Captain Emilia, was the one to fetch him when the time came. She was dressed in ceremonial armor, even shinier than what she’d worn when he first met her. When she announced his arrival, he realized why she was the one to come get him.

      “Make way for the king! Make way for His Imperial Highness! King of Whiteguard, Limedeep, Salsroth, Overlord of the Eastwood Kingdom, Guardian of the Northern Trade Union, and Emperor of the Blackwind Empire!” Darren thought she was done at that, but Captain Emilia wasn’t anywhere close to finished. “Conqueror of the Seven Hells, slayer of the Archdemons, dragon bane, and foe to evil everywhere! Scourge of the undead, savior of--”

      Darren held up a hand. “Darren will do. Sir, if you must.”

      Captain Emilia went quiet, and the moment she did so, the troops cheered. Under Darren’s banner, they had fought and conquered again and again, and they planned to do so once more.

      “Speech!” one called from the crowd. With a wave of his hand, Darren tried to brush off the request, but the expectant gazes of the crowd compelled him to gather a few words.

      “Brothers, sisters, warriors,” he began. “We march upon the heavens to battle Kalaziel. Know no fear or doubt. Trust in your training, skills, and friends. Stand firm and follow close behind me.”

      Silence filled the air momentarily, and Darren flapped his wings as he soared to the top of the mountain stairway. But as he departed, he heard the raucous cheering mount and the sound of thousands of footsteps marching in unison.

      The armies of humanity were storming the gates of the Heavens, and they were determined to let nothing stand in their way.
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      The sun was just beginning to rise over the horizon, casting a warm glow over the land on its ascent. The mountain air was crisp and cool, and morning dew slickened the staircase’s steps.

      But Darren’s forces marched up it all the same. They scaled the steep and foreboding mountain that rose into the sky like a silent sentinel. The Order of the Rod’s remaining forces lay on the other side of this stairway to the heavens, but it didn’t matter. With all his comrades at his back, they would break through their lines and claim this pathway for themselves.

      The paladins, priestesses, and clerics led the way. Darren, his companions, and all the Fourth-Order warriors would fly in and break through using a dimensional rift, hoping they could catch whatever forces were guarding the other end of the portal by surprise.

      With the sound of a hundred thousand pounding footsteps, there was no way they were going to appear undetected. The sound was almost deafening, and the people of Whiteguard could track their ascent from half a kingdom away. And if the average peasant of Whiteguard could do it, whatever heavenly powers Kalaziel had left to the Order of the Rod could too.

      “The view from here is breathtaking,” Thalia said as Darren carried her. She had wings, but she hadn’t mastered using them. Out of all his companions, she was the least practiced fighter, so she was present to aid in logistics and boost morale, and to keep Cassandra out of any direct combat. Darren didn’t want her in the thick of things when she had a baby on the way.

      Darren had to agree with Thalia’s words. This lone mountain provided a beautiful and helpful line of sight in all directions. Whiteguard’s brilliant rolling hills and carefully managed, verdant forests stretched out as far as the eye could see.

      The long climb was exhausting. The Third-Orders could handle the trip without stopping, but holy adepts and the few normal soldiers they had with them would have to make their way up over weeks, rather than hours. By then, the stronger fighters in the army would have already taken a forward base.

      The Third-Orders reached the summit by midafternoon and draped themselves in heavy cloaks to shake off the thin, cold air at the summit. Darren directed most of the Fourth-Order warriors to head in first, with Sasha in the lead.

      He used his Dimensional Rift skill to cleave a tear in the sky. The moment he confirmed that the path he’d cut open led to the heavens, Cassandra, Morgana, Thalia, and Ashe all followed him in.

      As he suspected, the mountaintop was located inside a building in the heavens. He never would have found it from the outside since, from beyond, it looked like a regular warehouse. In fact, Darren was pretty sure he recognized their surroundings.

      They were in the warehouse district of Calabor. He’d probably flown over this very building several times.

      Under ordinary circumstances, his sudden appearance would have been quickly caught. But right now, everyone inside the warehouse was focused on the mountain peak and the ascent of the mortal warriors from below. Darren could see Sasha issuing one last set of orders before charging forward. Callum was next to her, just as ready for battle as she was.

      They hadn’t been able to see the seraphim and the Order of the Rod members waiting on the other side, so the portal must have been one-way only. Now that Darren was in the heavens, though, he could see them clearly.

      Some were human men and women, all wearing armor and weapons anointed with symbols of the Order of the Rod. Most were Third-Order paladins, with a few archpaladins sprinkled among them.

      More common were the seraphim in armor, and a few of these were Fifth-Order. Though to Darren’s surprise, they all wore Order of the Rod armor as well, and they stood shoulder to shoulder with the others like they were the same. Perhaps Kalaziel’s promise to turn his followers into seraphim had been real after all, and in doing so, he’d bolstered some of them to the Fifth Order.

      Both seraphim and humans gripped their weapons, and more than a few were eyeing Sasha as the toughest nut to crack. Darren wasn’t about to let his companions be ambushed, which was exactly what he was here for. The Order of the Rod wouldn’t be able to catch his people by surprise if he caught them by surprise first.

      Moving quickly, Darren drew Melancholy and Inevitability. He charged, and Morgana trailed behind him like a shadow. Cassandra and Thalia kept to the rear, and the two priestesses were using every shielding and buffing skill they had on Darren and Morgana.

      Morgana licked her lips in anticipation as her entire body shimmered with shielding energy, and she moved even faster than before. Her form flickered, and she plunged a dagger through the gap in a paladin’s armor and dragged him toward Darren before any of his friends even noticed.

      Darren pulled the man into his Realmvault, curious at just how many warriors of the Order of the Rod he and Morgana could take out before someone raised the alarm.

      Morgana was fast as a viper and just as silent. A dozen Fourth-Order archpaladins vanished before they could so much as draw their swords. Darren held back until someone finally turned and got a lucky glimpse of Morgana.

      “Hey, what’s that!” the man shouted, eyes wide as he peered into the darkness. Morgana had vanished the moment she’d been spotted and reappeared an instant later by Darren’s side.

      “We’re under attack! They’re already through!” another paladin exclaimed as he drew his sword. The others followed suit.

      “Your turn, big guy,” Morgana said.

      The Order of the Rod charged at Darren, and they were cut down. They swung their swords and used their skills, but to him, they all looked so terribly... slow.

      Each step they took made it appear as if they were walking through syrup. Their movements were slow and clumsy, and the Divine Aura that flowed through their bodies and magical attacks stood out so vividly that he could read each skill as it was activated. And just as easily, he could wipe them away.

      He did so, and every ability winked out as though he’d used Skill Shattering. In fact, he’d borrowed the trick from that skill, but here he was, using it manually. It wouldn’t work against someone near Darren’s own level of power and control, but against these people? Wiping out their skills was child’s play.

      They stumbled, and a few of them fell outright as the movement abilities they’d been using winked out. A few more foolish souls continued to charge Darren anyway, though.

      He turned, ducking between two swords. He waved Inevitability and severed the blades of both paladins at the base, leaving them holding nothing but their hilts. Darren did the same for the others as they rose to their feet, kicking them aside when they reached for his ankles.

      He’d come here expecting a fight, but defeating these low-leveled warriors was so easy he would have felt bad actually killing them. It was like fighting children.

      “Woah, Darren!” Cassandra clapped from the back of the room. “You moved so fast!”

      Thalia nodded in agreement. “I could hardly follow you.”

      “Reaching the Sixth Order did many things,” Darren replied.

      Sasha and her subordinates arrived shortly thereafter, all of them charging in, ready for a fight. They seemed almost disappointed to discover that Darren had already taken out all their enemies ahead of time.

      “These four surrendered, Darren. What do we do with them?” Sasha asked.

      Darren hadn’t really expected to take prisoners, but he wasn’t about to execute those who’d given up. He remembered his new skill, Redemption. Perhaps some of these members of the Order of the Rod could be redeemed. He’d send those weak enough to be placed under guard by regular humans down to Whiteguard. The archpaladins would have to remain in the heavens where his people could keep an eye on them.

      “So, this is what the heavens look like.” Thalia peeked her head outside the window Darren was looking out of as he oriented himself in Calabor.

      “It’s not so strange once you’ve spent some time here.”

      “Oh?” Thalia asked. “Here, I thought you and Asuriel had been living in the wilderness.”

      Darren chuckled. “The apartment we rented is right over there.”

      “Apartment!” Cassandra popped her head up around the corner. “You mean to say the two of you had a secret romantic getaway, and you didn’t invite me?”

      She placed a hand over her heart, face aghast.

      Darren patted her on the head. “You’re invited now. I’ll show you the place, but first, we have to take the city.”
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        * * *

      

      Darren had originally planned to establish a base of operations in the heavens. That the mountain led to the middle of a city just meant that doing so would be a little harder. Thankfully, he knew Calabor well, and the Protectors knew him, too.

      He went to the Protectors’ headquarters alone at first. As he suspected, Captain Gaviel hadn’t returned from their fateful mission on the Fifth Layer. He was still with Horon. That left Darren as the highest-ranking member of the Protectors in the city.

      “Sir, you’ve returned!” Natashiel said. The large-breasted seraph had been among the first to fall into line when Darren was given the position of second in command under Captain Gaviel. Behind her, Darren saw a few other faces he recognized, including Kilean. The last time Darren had seen Kilean, he’d been a feral madman poisoned with all the souls Kalaziel’s forces had gathered from Whiteguard. But now he looked healthy and whole.

      He ran his hand along the back of his neck sheepishly. “I heard you saved me, Sir Darren. I guess I really owe you one.”

      Darren waved him off. “I did my duty. But there is something important I must tell you. Gather the Protectors.”

      “Does it have anything to do with why Captain Gaviel went missing? Or why the Protectors have been disbanded?” Natashiel asked.

      Darren frowned. “Disbanded?”

      “You haven’t heard?” Kilean asked. “I was just gathering the last of my things. Apparently, the council of Prime Saints declared Horon a traitor, and the Protectors were to yield their arms and disperse. I honestly can’t believe it.”

      “Me neither,” Natashiel said, a voice full of sadness. “Most of the others had already packed their things and left to look for new jobs. I’m going to miss this place. The adventures were fun while they lasted.”

      Darren scoffed. “They’re not over yet. Call back everyone who left. I want them back here. Important things have happened in the Heavens.”

      Darren had to tell them about Kalaziel’s recent takeover of the Prime Saints and how he and Horon had tried to stop it. The Protectors needed to know that they were all that stood between the Heavens and utter domination by Kalaziel.

      Natashiel and Kilean exchanged glances, mixing shock and determination. Eventually, Natashiel was the one to answer him.

      “Yes, Sir Darren,” she said, her voice strong and resolute. “We’ll bring everyone back here right away!”

      Over the next few hours, word spread among the former Protectors. Few had actually left the city, and most were still in a state of shock and disbelief. They’d been waiting to hear it was all a mistake, and when their former comrades contacted them and told them just that, they came scurrying back.

      They gathered in the courtyard, eagerly awaiting Darren’s explanation.

      “Is that the second in command? When did he return? Where is the captain?” a voice from the crowd asked.

      Darren raised his hands to speak, and when he did, all went silent.

      “Kalaziel has taken over the council of the Prime Saints. His ambition knows no bounds, and he has laid claim to the Heavenly Throne. He disbanded the Protectors because Horon dared to challenge him when Kalaziel claimed rulership over all the heavens.”

      “What? Impossible! Kalaziel is trying to take over? What’s going on?” Kilean grimaced and pounded his fist into his open palm. “What about the Lord of Light?”

      Darren grimaced. He’d been expecting that question, so he wasn’t unprepared for it.

      “The Lord of Light went missing years ago to reach beyond the Seventh Order. Most assume he is dead, and some evidence points to a betrayal from Kalaziel.” Darren’s mind went to the fragment of a dead sovereign that Kalaziel had used in one of his last attacks against him when they fought in Salsroth.

      There were gasps all throughout the crowd of Protectors.

      “If the Lord of Light is gone, then all is lost!” Natashiel cried out. “The heavens are doomed to fall to our enemies! What if the demons rise up again? There will be no one with the power to confront the Lady of Darkness!”

      “The demons are in no position to rise up,” Darren answered. “I have seen to that. I killed most of the demons there. And I have spoken to the Lady of Darkness as well. She will not attack the heavens.”

      Laura was far too lazy to leave her cabin, let alone wage another war against the Heavens. Darren kept that part to himself, though.

      “You attacked the Seven Hells?” Kilean blinked in surprise.

      “I did, with some helpers. You will meet them soon. I have returned to Calabor to fight against Kalaziel, and the humans of the Sacred Seas have come with me. Who will join me?”

      A quiet murmur ran through the crowd.

      “Humans?” Kilean sounded skeptical. “What use will humans be?”

      “More than you know, Kilean,” Darren replied.

      Kilean crossed his arms. “So let me get this straight. You want us and a bunch of humans to fight against Kalaziel and stop him from taking over the Heavens?”

      “Captain Gaviel is fighting as well. He is with Prime Saint Horon.”

      Moods in the crowd lightened at that news. Though many respected Darren, they truly revered Horon.

      Kilean shrugged and uncrossed his arms. “Alright. I guess I owe my life to you anyway, Darren. Count me in.”

      “And me, as well!” Natashiel jumped up on the stage and grabbed Darren’s arm.

      “And me! I will fight with Sir Darren, Captain Gaviel, and Prime Saint Horon!”

      More voices of approval joined in, and soon the entire crowd was cheering in support.

      Darren turned his thoughts to Cassandra, who was using her Psychic Link with him still.

      [Things went well, come on out.]
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        * * *

      

      Bringing together the Protectors and his own forces from the Sacred Seas carried with it a bit of a culture shock. The humans were awestruck at the sight of real seraphim in the flesh, and the seraphim were used to thinking of mortals like helpless children.

      But many of the mortals carried with them exceptional power, enough to shock Kilean when Sasha knocked him on his rear.

      “Damn. I never thought a mortal woman could punch so hard...” Kilean said as he dusted himself off and hung in embarrassment.

      “That same punch has killed many demons,” Sasha replied. That seemed to brighten Kilean’s embarrassed expression a bit.

      Thalia and Cassandra met with Natashiel, and the three women got along very well. They were soon exchanging knowledge, and Natashiel was giving Thalia a few tips on being a good priestess. Similar scenes were playing out throughout the upper echelons of Darren’s forces.

      Integrating the Protectors of Calabor into his forces had doubled the number of Fourth- and Fifth-Order warriors ready to heed his call, and they spread throughout the city.

      The seraphim were fairly well-behaved, since any other city would have turned to lawless chaos by now. But the Protectors still had to restore order, now that they no longer acknowledged the order to disband.

      Much to their surprise, another voice had already arrived in the city, promising to do the same thing. The moment Darren heard the reports, he went to check for himself.

      “People of Calabor! Fear not! Your Protectors have abandoned you, but the Order of the Rod has arrived to bring order and stability to your fair city!”

      The speaker was a stern man with a salt-and-pepper beard. He wore a smirk on his face and had two pairs of shiny golden wings on his back, marking him as someone at the Fifth Order.

      “The Order of the Rod, aren’t you a mortal organization?” a townswoman asked skeptically.

      “Once upon a time, we were the organization under the leadership of Kalaziel himself! But those days are behind us now. Through his grace and might, the Order of the Rod has long since carried our name and banner into the Heavens. For years, our most powerful members would spend their moments before death preserving their souls as best they could to prepare for this day. The day when Kalaziel would call us to action! That time is now. The Order of the Rod is ready to keep order in the Heavens, just as the Protectors once did. Only instead of heeding the words of the foul traitor Prime Saint Horon, we follow the wise and benevolent guidance of Prime Saint Kalaziel!”

      There was skeptical and scattered applause, at least until the man himself started clapping and glared harshly at all those not doing so. This probably would have continued a while longer, but Darren could watch no more. It was time for him to make his entrance.

      He jumped off the top of the building he was crouched atop of and landed on the platform next to the representative of the Order of the Rod. His sudden appearance made the man jump back in startled surprise.

      “Prime Saint Horon was not a traitor. This man spreads Kalaziel’s lies,” Darren proclaimed.

      “Looks like we have a dissident! A former member of the Protectors, by the looks of him.” The representative of the Order of the Rod smirked. “Let’s make an example out of him.”

      Darren felt a smile growing on his face. This was even better than planned.
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      The representative of the Order of the Rod glared at Darren. The scowling man’s golden wings shimmered in the sunlight like he was flexing both pairs contemptuously. Darren had only been using one set of wings for his landing, so he focused on making the second set appear. That wiped the smirk off the representative’s face immediately.

      He turned his head to the side and jerked his chin at the other Order of the Rod members standing behind him, and they ran forward to flank Darren on all sides. Each of them was clad in the distinct armor of their order, though curiously, only six were seraphim. The other four, who were only Third-Order paladins, were all humans.

      Not to be outdone, Darren’s companions appeared even more suddenly and dramatically. Morgana materialized from the shadows at Darren’s side. She held a pair of daggers in her hands that gleamed menacingly.

      Sasha didn’t even bother unfolding her wings. Instead, she simply jumped and landed with a massive thud. Her Might of a Giant spell was already in full effect, and she towered over the town square, even taller than Darren, as she glared down at the Order of the Rod.

      Cassandra and Thalia fluttered down shortly after that, soon joined by Callum, Blossom, Audrey, and much of the Order of the Rose.

      Then Kilean and Natashiel arrived, and the Protectors were present in force.

      “We aren’t dead yet, no matter what you’ve been told. And Prime Saint Horon is no traitor!” Kilean shook his fist at the Order of the Rod representative.

      By now, the Order of the Rod representative was scowling. This clearly hadn’t been how he’d expected things to go, and he wasn’t happy with the recent events.

      He glared at Darren, eyes trying to bore holes into him, but without effect. Eventually, he spoke again.

      “I am Sir Gustav of the Order of the Rod. And who are you, fellow seraph of the Fifth Order?”

      Darren chuckled inwardly. The way the man spoke made Darren suspect he had also been a human until recently. Likely an archpaladin unused to his new level of power.

      “Darren,” Darren replied. He said nothing more, but he watched Sir Gustav’s nose twitch in annoyance.

      “Well, I say Horon is a traitor. You say the just and honorable Prime Saint of Valor is a traitor. Let’s settle this like paladins — or rather, like seraphim! We’ll fight a duel to first blood.” Sir Gustav’s voice was filled with haughty pride. “If you defeat me, my forces and I will leave the city in your hands. If I beat you, then your forces shall do the same. The two of us are the Fifth-Order fighters here, so our victory or defeat would determine the fate of our subordinates, anyway. This will just mean having this contest with minimal bloodshed. What do you say?”

      “Very well. I agree.” Darren extended his hand to seal the deal, empty palm up.

      “Begin!” Sir Gustav shouted, drawing his sword the moment he finished speaking. He looked at Darren’s outstretched hand like a target and sliced at it. While doing so, he channeled Divine Aura through his body to bolster his speed and strength.

      The blow came faster than an eye blink, and it was no doubt meant to catch Darren off-guard. But Darren had fought Kalaziel himself. This underling was no match for him.

      Darren caught Sir Gustav by the wrist, holding his sword arm at bay. Looking at the blade up close, he noticed the tip glistened with a suspicious, watery sheen. There was no oil on the tip. From the dense Demonic Aura lining it, it was a powerful poison, though not nearly powerful enough to hurt someone like Darren.

      But Morgana must have seen the poison when Darren did, because her eyes went wide, and she looked like she was about to dart in to save him.

      Darren held up his free hand to stop her, but Sir Gustav still took advantage of the moment. “Betrayal! They’re trying to team up on me! Quickly, men!”

      Darren tore the poisoned sword from Sir Gustav’s wrist and tossed it to the ground. He’d hoped participating in this duel would help him get rid of Sir Gustav a little faster, but he was quickly growing tired of the man. There wasn’t an honorable bone in his body.

      “You’ve shown your true colors, Sir Gustav,” Darren said. He swung Inevitability, knocking Sir Gustav’s forehead so blood dripped into his eyes. Anyone looking could tell at a glance that Darren had won their little contest. “I saw the poison on your blade.”

      “I’ll gut him for you, Darren.” Morgana hefted her dagger and took a step forward.

      Sir Gustav scrambled to his feet and turned. He touched his forehead and felt the wet blood there. He stared at his scarlet fingers for a moment and shot a glare at Darren.

      Then Darren sensed him use another skill far more devious than the first. Sir Gustav’s eyes seemed to glow for a moment, and the world at the edges of Darren’s vision faded for a moment.

      But it was only a moment. Mental Fortitude kicked in a moment later.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      Sir Gustav has used the skill: Enchanting Words (Epic)

      
        	His words are exceptionally irresistible. If you succumb to his skill’s effects, you will follow his next suggestion as though it were your own idea. You must resist this effect! Due to your difference in Orders, this effect is dramatically lessened against you.

        	Due to the skill [Mental Fortitude], this skill’s effect is completely nullified.

      

      

      “You want to test the poison,” Sir Gustav said. “Pick it up and prick your finger...”

      Darren did pick up the sword. But instead of pricking his own finger, he stabbed it into Sir Gustav’s thigh.

      “Agh! Seven Hells!”

      “I wanted to test the poison,” Darren replied.

      Sir Gustav looked like he was going to curse a few times more, but his face abruptly drained of all blood. A moment later, he slumped down where he lay, body quivering and twitching unnaturally.

      “Whatever he had on there seems like it was pretty strong...” Morgana reached out and snatched the bag of holding on the dying paladin’s waist. “Let me just put whatever it is in a safe place...”

      Meanwhile, Darren turned to the remaining representatives of the Order of the Rod. Face dour, he let them all get a good look at their commander. “Fight or surrender. The choice is yours.”

      The Order of the Rod members glanced at one another and fled. Morgana moved to chase, but Darren held up his hand.

      “Let them go,” Darren ordered.

      Morgana looked at him askance. “You know they’re just going to rejoin their friends. This was the best chance we could have gotten to get rid of those guys. If we let them go, we’ll have to fight them again later.”

      Sasha and Thalia arrived at Darren’s side with similar looks of confusion and interest.

      Darren shook his head, guiding Morgana back.

      “There is a reason I only showed the power of the Fifth Order,” Darren replied.

      Thalia’s eyes widened. “I see you. You’re luring them to Calabor. You want them to gather all their friends and come here with their strongest Fifth-Order fighters. That way, you can take them all out at once.”

      Darren gave Thalia a small smile. “Yes.”

      Cassandra ran up and hugged Darren’s arm. “Darren’s brilliant, and I never once doubted him!” She patted her belly, and the child growing within it. “You hear that, baby? Your daddy’s very clever when he wants to be. I bet you’ll be clever, too.”

      The others rolled their eyes at Cassandra’s antics and set about helping the Protectors and Darren’s forces restore order in the city.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was spent integrating the Protectors into Darren’s army. All the while, more and more humans climbed the mountain and settled in Calabor.

      The clash of cultures was amusing for a while, with the humans basking in awe at the amount of Divine Aura in the air and the downright mystical appliances the seraphim had access to around every corner.

      Housing everyone created some trouble, but Asuriel had accrued quite a bit of wealth in Darren’s account on his behalf, thanks to all the demons she’d been selling before his climactic battle with Kalaziel.

      He checked in on their old apartment, and everything was still there, including a note left by Asuriel in case anyone came by the place.

      To whom it may concern. Don’t rob our apartment. My boyfriend can totally track you down and beat you up if you do!

      Darren chuckled at the note. So the place hadn’t been robbed, whether because of Asuriel’s threat or just because of a good lock. He wasn’t sure. But he, Thalia, Cassandra, Morgana, Sasha, and Ashe settled in all the same.

      They packed tight into one room while the Order of the Rose set camp in the rest of the house. Being an all-female order these days, they weren’t interested in sharing the other houses Darren had gotten for the rest of his troops. His apartment with Asuriel turned into the designated female barracks, with the sole exception of himself.

      Rumors started spreading among the seraphim about the humans in their midst. Darren’s troops didn’t know how to hide their human nature as he once had, so being discovered was inevitable for them. Darren didn’t bother trying to hide it, though.

      Seraphim quizzed Darren’s men left and right to figure out what was happening. According to Ashe, information was spreading wildly through the ophanim network.

      But as Darren planned, the Order of the Rod responded to his action.

      The battle for Calabor was coming. Ashe started to sense rumors of the Order of the Rod redistributing assets. Calabor wasn’t the only city where they had sent people to take over the Protectors’ former position as peacekeepers. They were everywhere now, and the mystery around their suddenly swollen numbers was just as sought after as the mystery surrounding Darren himself.

      “They’re coming, Darren! I saw them!” Morgana burst into their bedroom with a dagger in her hand. A bit of golden seraph blood dripped from its tip onto the carpet. “I was out for a completely innocent casual stroll in one of the neighboring cities when I spotted a few members of the Order of the Rod. There were more than usual, so I found one of them in a dark alley and asked him a few questions. Turns out, they’re rallying in the next city over. Soon as they have three Fifth-Orders all gathered together, they’re going to come for us. That’s how many people they think they need to take you down.”

      Sasha chuckled, and Cassandra let out a little giggle.

      “It looks like everything is going to plan.” Thalia smiled.

      “Well done, Morgana. When will they arrive?” Darren patted the piece of the bed next to him, though Morgana ignored it and plopped right down into his lap instead.

      “Best guess? Tomorrow at midday.”

      It was less time than Darren thought he’d have to prepare. With wings and instant communication, armies of seraphim could take action far faster than their human counterparts. But his forces had become much the same as of late.

      He made his final preparations, and the rest of his forces did the same. Darren didn’t stop them and made no efforts to conceal the might of his troops. He wanted the Order of the Rod to throw everything they had at him.

      The next morning was tense. Several of the Order of the Rod’s most powerful members had gathered to face Darren, his forces, and the remaining Protectors in Calabor. They gathered in the air above the city. The walls were useless against fellow seraphim, and both forces ignored them completely.

      “So you’re the one who dares to oppose the Order of the Rod?” said the leader of the three Fifth-Order warriors who’d come to fight him.

      Darren stared at the three Fifth-Orders. All three of them were seraphim, but he somehow got the sense that they were new to that identity. The flow of Divine Aura through their bodies reminded him more of archpaladins than of the Fifth-Order seraphim he’d met.

      “You were humans, weren’t you?” Darren asked, ignoring the previous question.

      The leader scowled. “So what if we were? What of it?”

      Darren knew they were all former humans, then. None of them could even tell a human was standing right in front of them. They all thought he was a seraph.

      “What did Kalaziel do to you?” Darren asked.

      “He freed us of our mortal shells and filled us with power from the Heavens! Unlike you, humans cannot naturally reach the Fifth Order on our own, but Lord Kalaziel, in his wisdom, found a way for every mortal to gain one Order’s worth of power when shedding their mortal vessel. That is how the Order of the Rod will overwhelm your dogs of Horon!” The leader jerked a finger at Darren and sneered contemptuously.

      Darren ran his hand along his chin. He hadn’t the slightest idea how something like that might be done. Human sacrifices were something more akin to demon magic than seraph magic. But he was willing to believe that Kalaziel had found a way to do it anyway. It made sense, considering what he’d seen so far.

      Darren peered over at the other members of the Order of the Rod. They were hovering in the air just outside the city limits as they waited for the battle to commence between their three Fifth-Orders and the battle’s most powerful fighter. Darren’s fight was the one that truly mattered, after all. Whichever side had its most powerful people remaining would determine how the rest of the fighting went.

      “How many men did you bring?” Darren asked.

      “More than you’ve got, no doubt, dog of Horon! I bet you wish you could hide behind him now!” the Order of the Rod leader snarled. “Speak your last words because it’s too late for you to join Kalaziel. The heavens are changing hands, and the foolish old guard of the seraphim who refuse to change with it must die. For Kalaziel!”

      The three Fifth-Order warriors charged, activating one skill after another. Darren read their abilities off one after another, focusing specifically on whether he’d seen anything like those abilities before.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      The Order of the Rod commander has used the skill Chain of Judgement (Rare).

      
        	The seraph creates chains of Divine Energy that bind and drain Divine Aura from their target.

        	You have seen this skill in use by members of the Order of the Rod while in the Blackwind Empire.

      

      

      The Order of the Rod vice-commander has used the skill Retribution Aura (Rare).

      
        	The seraph creates an aura of power around himself, empowering his attacks further when attacked.

      

      

      The Order of the Rod vice-commander has used the skill Sword of Purification (Uncommon).

      
        	The seraph thrusts forward a phantom sword of golden light that burns all it touches.

      

      

      Darren had seen at least one of the abilities before. If he hadn’t already been certain that these people were recently former humans who served in the Order of the Rod, he would have been now.

      Darren activated Radiant Aegis, testing the new ability and its power to shield himself and others. Truthfully, he’d gotten it to protect his women rather than himself, but he was impressed when the glowing disk of light activated and deflected the Sword of Purification like it wasn’t even there.

      Darren targeted the leader among his enemies with Nullification, completely destroying his Chains of Judgement before they could finish forming. Then he hit the man with Fetters of Fate.

      Controlling his new legendary binding skill took a bit more effort than Fists of Peace. First, he had to manifest chains forged from will and intent, but when they landed, his foe’s fate was sealed.

      “What is this? What is happening?”

      Darren bound the man’s fate to the edge of his sword, and an invisible cord formed that stretched between Darren’s blade and the paladin’s throat. Both he and Darren knew the moment the mysterious chain manifested that the man would lose his life to Darren’s sword, unless he broke free of the chains of fate.

      He desperately struggled against his bonds, leaving Darren only dealing with the other two Fifth-Order seraphs. He planned to take a much more direct method for them.

      His passive physical enhancement abilities were already active, but he planned to put them to the test. Weapons Proficiency, Divine Resistance, Rapid Regeneration, Agile Movement, Mental Fortitude, Borrowed Strength, Righteous Fury, and Divine Ascendancy all went into full effect.

      The two remaining Fifth-Order seraphim didn’t last long enough to activate the rest of their abilities. One moment, they were charging at Darren, and the next, they were dead.

      The two of them plummeted from the sky. Their leader was still struggling against Darren’s Fetters of Fate, his eyes wide with fear.

      “Y-you’re no Fifth Order!” the man gasped in fear. “Y-you’re a Prime Saint!”

      Darren held a silent hand to his lips to shush him. In his terror, the man lunged against the chains binding him. Darren reached out to catch him, but in doing so, the man twisted, catching his own throat on the tip of Darren’s sword.

      The chains wrapped around him dispersed, and he plummeted to the city below, no longer bound now that his destined fate had been realized.

      As Darren’s battle with the Fifth-Order leaders of the Order of the Rod came to an end, Morgana, Sasha, Thalia, and Cassandra faced off against the remaining forces on the ground.

      Morgana darted between enemy lines. Her swift and silent movements took down one Order of the Rod member after another. They barely had time to react before succumbing to her lethal precision, and she was making no effort to hide her new power.

      “They have a second Fifth-Order! An assassin-type cleric!” a man shouted shortly before being silenced forever by Morgana’s dagger. He collapsed to the ground and convulsed in agony as he was killed by a poison that seemed suspiciously similar to the poison Sir Gustav had wielded just the day prior.

      Sasha led the Order of the Rose’s charge against the remaining forces. Her battle-hardened skills, giant form, and towering shield provided a bastion of defense that soaked up all incoming attacks. She paved the way for her allies to push forward as she shattered their defenses and was completely unyielding in her own defensive efforts.

      Thalia, still unsteady on her wings, provided support from a distance. Though she wasn’t as experienced in combat as the others, she kept an eye. Information skills let her pick apart any danger on the battlefield before it became too big to handle. She adroitly directed reserve forces exactly where they would be needed. She also kept one hand around the wrist of a pregnant Cassandra, keeping her out of danger where she could use her healing, shields, defense network, and glyph abilities to protect Darren’s allies.

      With her connection to Darren, she had an endless source of Divine Aura to pour out. Under her watchful gaze and a bottomless supply of defensive abilities, the Order of the Rod failed to secure a single kill. At the same time, their own people died left and right.

      They knew the battle was truly lost when Darren finished his fight up above. This time, Darren was no longer feeling so merciful. He cast Fetters of Fate on the remaining members of the Order of the Rod, sealing the fates of each of them. Most were helpless to see the ability that would be their true doom. They fell to lucky arrows or tripped and fell on their own swords.

      The battle was over as quickly as it started. The Order of the Rose cheered at the victory, and the Protectors and the rest of Darren’s forces joined them a while later. Most of them hadn’t even made it to the battlefield.

      “Another victory!” Sasha raised her fist in the air as she gazed up at Darren.

      He returned the gesture with a warm smile. “The first of many more to come.”
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      Over the following week, Darren and his forces engaged in a series of skirmishes against the Order of the Rod. Each time, the enemy thought to mass just a few more men to overtake him and claim Calabor. Each time, they were utterly destroyed.

      Throughout the battles, Darren got a better idea about the distribution of Kalaziel’s forces while also thinning their numbers down dramatically. By the time he was finished here, no dangers would be left for his followers, even after he left them behind to take the battle deeper into the Heavens.

      “You think you can stand against seven Fifth-Order members of the Order of the Rod?” asked a cocksure man with a mustache as wide as his sneer. “You may have beaten some of our junior members, but if you think you can do the same for us, you’re mistaken!”

      The forces, as of late, had started growing thinner but more powerful. Darren was sure this was the last true attack the Order of the Rod could muster anywhere near Calabor, so it was time to end the charade they’d been playing.

      “I am not mistaken,” Darren replied.

      The mustached man scoffed as he drew his sword. Then Darren did something he’d been working on for the last few days. He reached into the deepest recesses of his mind and pulled. There, like a set of limbs he’d never used before, lay his third set of wings. Upon reaching the Sixth Order, he’d gotten them, but only now did he unveil them and display his true power.

      A third set of shining silver wings sprouted from his back. Each feather shimmered like a mirror, and flashes of images played across each one. The sins of the men he was about to kill played out for all to see.

      “Three sets of wings! But... that’s the same as Lord Kalaziel!” The mustached man’s sneer finally dropped away, this time replaced by a look of horror. “You’re no Fifth- Order! You’re a Prime Saint!”

      Darren clenched his fist in reply. “Fetters of Fate.”

      The seven Fifth-Order members of the Order of the Rod turned to flee, but it was of no use. Their fate was to die by Darren’s hand, so they died.

      There were a few casualties among his forces this time, mostly caused by the Fifth- Orders before Darren rounded them up. However, it was no lasting loss because Darren brought his fallen followers back to life with a single cast of Divine Restoration.

      Through their battles, the remaining Protectors grew closer to the forces Darren had brought up from the Sacred Seas. Given time, they could be forged into a cohesive force, so long as he was there to lead them. Unfortunately, they had a bit more trouble following Sasha or Thalia’s commands when he wasn’t there. Perhaps things would be different with Asuriel, a fellow seraph. Darren planned to reunite with her soon.

      On that note, he learned through Cassandra that she was in communication with Horon, who was doing much the same thing he was, though they had the added difficulty of having to duck and weave away from Kalaziel himself. The Prime Saint of Valor was still trying to chase the Prime Saint of Honor down. Still, Horon had many friends, especially among the former Protectors. In addition, Horon now had a small army of guerilla fighters spread throughout the upper layers of the Heavens.

      This meant that Darren had the perfect opportunity to do just what he was planning on the lower layers of the Seven Heavens. He planned to conquer them and steal their power from Kalaziel.

      “Dungeon Queen, I’ll need your help,” Darren said after they had cleared the area.

      [Got it! Laying claim to the area! Wow, this place is a bit of a fighter. I feel like something is working against me here...]

      “Just do your best,” Darren replied.

      He wasn’t sure if he could seize this territory away from the Heavenly Throne, but Laura had said that contesting for control was a good idea. It would make the bonding process Kalaziel was going through a lot slower and reduce Kalaziel’s final power when the process was completed.

      After defeating the seven Fifth-Order seraphim from the Order of the Rod in battle, no more foes came. Victorious at last, Darren decided it was finally time to start delegating. The forces of the Order of the Rod had been so severely crippled in this region that they were unlikely they had the remaining manpower to put up a serious fight in any of the cities left to them, which meant Darren would be able to lay claim to the entire First Layer of the Heavens.
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        * * *

      

      Atop the walls of Calabor, Darren surveyed the rest of this layer of the Heavens. Soon, he would snatch every tree and every scrap of grass from Kalaziel’s hands.

      The city behind him was bustling with activity, and the citizens of Calabor had truly been brought into the fold. Knowledge of what Kalaziel had done and was still doing had become common knowledge among the people here. Now, that information was also spreading through the Ophanim network to other cities.

      Already, Darren had sent several stealthy operations to other cities to contact whatever remained of the Protectors there. He needed as many allies as possible, as would Horon, when the time came. Next, he planned to reunite the scattered forces and remake the Protectors. Asuriel was already on that task, but had to skulk about in the shadows. At the same time, Darren stood in the open, ready for any challenger of the Order of the Rod who dared oppose him.

      Behind him, Morgana, Sasha, Thalia, Cassandra, and Ashe stood enjoying the view. Callum was there too, looking like he was wondering whether to stick around as a seventh wheel or leave.

      “I thought this was a strategy meeting,” Callum said. “If it isn’t, I can go and come back later.” He jerked his thumb behind him off the wall.

      “It is. Cassandra and Ashe just made snacks,” Darren replied.

      “Look, heart-shaped sandwiches!” Cassandra said as she held up the food from the basket.

      “They’re very good,” Sasha said. Her mouth was full, and she was already reaching for another. Of course, as a paladin, she could eat an entire picnic basket full of these things and still be hungry, as could Darren. Which was why Cassandra had brought a dozen such baskets.

      “The Order of the Rod has spread far and wide.” Darren gestured over the horizon. “There are many Protectors who don’t know the truth. Many seraphim too. We must reach them all.”

      “Agreed.” Callum nodded solemnly.

      “You and Sasha will lead. Scour the remaining cities. The Protectors will go with you and pull the other Protector groups back together again.” Darren pointed, gesturing to the three nearest cities on the horizon. “Morgana will follow you in secret for backup.”

      “What about me?” Cassandra asked, tugging at Darren’s arm.

      “Stay here with Thalia.”

      Cassandra pouted. “I can still fight!”

      Darren pulled her closer to his side. “I know. But I don’t want you to. Thalia is staying in reserve as well.”

      Despite his resurrection skill, he still worried about the baby inside Cassandra. And Thalia, for all her new power, made a much better leader than she did a combatant.

      While his companions would lead, they would need others who could follow.

      The teams set out on their missions, and Darren watched them leave with a mixture of pride and concern. He was used to leading from the front and being in the thick of things. Letting others take care of tasks he normally did himself felt unnatural.

      But he was there to reinforce them the moment something went wrong. Callum ended up encountering a Fifth-Order member of the Order of the Rod who hadn’t joined the assaults on Calabor that led to the deaths of most of his peers.

      He might have wiped out Callum and his group without Morgana quietly stalking in the shadows. The man didn’t last long enough for Darren to show up before Morgana’s poison put him down for good.

      Darren jumped between the two teams and claimed the regions around both cities with the Dungeon Queen’s help. They made rapid progress through the major cities. The ranks of the previously disbanded Protectors were swelling with each victory. They were even recruiting sympathetic members of the public. More than one person recognized Darren from Asuriel and Ashe’s many posts about him on the ophanim network.

      Before he knew it, nearly half of the lowest layer of the Seven Heavens was under his control. He received another message from Asuriel, who had discovered her city under increasing tension. As it was one of the few remaining bastions of the Order of the Rod’s influence on this layer, the Order of the Rod was rallying their forces there and growing all the more desperate.

      Cassandra’s face went pale as she repeated the message Asuriel was sending through their link.

      “It’s horrible, Darren! Asuriel says the Order of the Rod is... disassembling civilian seraphim to empower themselves and create new members of the Order of the Rod! She also fears she’s been discovered as a spy, and it’s only a matter of time before they come for her. Of course, they think she’s just a Fourth-Order and won’t be expecting a fight, but there are a few strong people in the settlement now, and she doesn’t want to draw their attention by picking a fight.” Cassandra held a hand over her mouth. “We need to send Callum or Sasha’s teams there to stop this!”

      Darren shook his head. “No. I’ll go myself. Tell Asuriel I’m on my way.”
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        * * *

      

      He took to the sky alone moments later. All three sets of silver wings glinted in the sunlight as he raced toward Asuriel’s location. Though Asuriel’s insider information as of late had been extremely useful, the atrocities committed by the Order of the Rod here in the Heavens could not be allowed to continue.

      They had committed countless atrocities and betrayals in the mortal world in their pursuit of power and influence. But the fact that they continued such practices even now that they had reached the Heavens set his heart aflame.

      He arrived at the large town where Asuriel had been hiding, and the gruesome sight of the Order of the Rod’s recent actions let a growl loose from his lips. The Order of the Rod had set up a makeshift facility, and he immediately recognized the artifact key to their recent work. It was just like the copper sphere that had consumed Ashe’s body and the egg-shaped device they’d been using to control the minds of captured Protectors.

      The harsh and brutal knowledge of  exactly what they were up to, added to the fact that he knew Asuriel was in that very settlement, meant he had run out of patience or mercy.

      He landed in the center of town like a meteor, sword already drawn and ready for battle.

      He reached out and, with one hand, tore off the roof of the building the Order of the Rod was using as their facility. The walls, already shattered from the force of his landing, tumbled to the ground and revealed the Order of the Rod’s dark practices for all to see.

      Ashe manifested from Melancholy a moment later, staring at the inside of the facility with wide eyed-horror.

      The captured seraphim were shackled and bound to cold, metallic tables with their wings forcibly pinned by finger-thick needles. Members of the Order of the Rod stood over the suffering seraphim, drawing symbols around them with buckets of human blood.

      He recognized the diagrams they were drawing. Kalaziel hadn’t just invented something that was like demonic ritual magic. He was using actual demonic ritual magic, complete with human sacrifices.

      In the center of an array of seraphim sat a young member of the Order of the Rod, only a normal paladin. He was screaming in agony just as much as the shackled seraphim and surrounded by those metallic eggs. Divine Aura was being drained out of the seraphim and forced into him.

      Grimly, it reminded him of a far more brutal and unnatural version of what he’d been doing to bolster the powers of his lovers. Instead of waiting for their souls to grow and adapt to the new power, the Order of the Rod was making everything fit together by force.

      “By the high heavens!” Ashe gasped.

      Darren scowled at the Order of the Rod members orchestrating this unholy butchery. He raised Melancholy. “This ends now.”

      Darren’s voice boomed over the surrounding area, echoing with righteous fury, making the Order of the Rod members freeze. They were already scrambling after he tore the building apart with his bare hands and left a small crater in the ground with his landing, but when they saw the three sets of silver wings on his back, they were truly terrified.

      Ashe rushed toward the pinned and shackled seraphim, working fast to undo their bindings and disconnect them from the devices that were drawing their very lives out.

      The Order of the Rod members rallied themselves when six Fifth-Orders among them appeared, each armed in the Order of the Rod’s signature armor and prepared for battle.

      “I hadn’t expected a battle this soon after reaching the Fifth Order...” one of them growled. “Is that... a Prime Saint? Heavens above, Commander Thorn said we wouldn’t face someone like that!”

      “Are you Horon, Prime Saint of Honor?” one of them demanded.

      Darren shook his head. “No.”

      He said no more to the six of them, as there was no point in exchanging words with those that would soon be dead. The first crumpled to the ground with his first swift and decisive stroke of Melancholy’s edge.

      He was surprised to sense it drawing Demonic Aura from the body of the one it had slain. He supposed that with dark enough deeds, even Divine Aura could be corrupted. What these members of the Order of the Rod had been doing had certainly been dark enough.

      The rest were upon him, fighting furiously and drawing upon their entire arsenal of skills one after another. Darren braced for their attacks, summoning his Aegis and ready to disrupt their skills and lock each of them down with Fetters of Fate at the first opportunity.

      But he never got the chance. Instead, a bright battle cry echoed out from across town, and a familiar form flew up before crashing down behind the remaining seraphim exactly as Darren did.

      Golden light swelled in her palms, and when she landed, she threw them both down onto one of the remaining leaders of the Order of the Rod, enveloping him in burning light.

      “Ha! See, I can do a heroic entrance too!” Asuriel said, placing one hand on her hip and raising the other in a victory pose.

      With the power of the Sixth Order, Darren had been a match for everyone from the Order of the Rod with his strength alone. Now that Asuriel had also joined the battle, the Order of the Rod was completely outmatched.

      Asuriel launched a barrage of holy light at their enemies. After freeing the captured seraphim, Ashe joined in as well.

      Darren hit their foes with Fetters of Fate, ensuring that no one could get away and cause trouble for his forces elsewhere. Though the wreckage of the fight destroyed several city blocks, Darren’s overwhelming power meant the Order of the Rod never truly stood a chance. But the last member of the Order of the Rod still had one more trick up his sleeve.

      “Brother Jamon, this is going to hurt. But you must avenge us!” Then the last Fifth- Order targeted each metallic egg containing power robbed from hundreds of seraphim. He pointed at them and destroyed them one by one.

      Asuriel killed him a moment later, leaving the human man tied to a chair and dumped full of energy. Though they had been disconnected, those eggs were still filled with power. In his final desperate act of vengeance, the last of the Order of the Rod had released all that power at once.

      In moments, it was impossible to tell that the man strapped to that chair had ever been a human. His form morphed, twisting and hardening until he seemed like he was made from metal instead of flesh.

      The gruesome transformation continued as gears and metal plates emerged from his body, morphing him into a disturbingly mechanical clockwork monster.

      It reminded him of the dreadful visage of the ophanim when he saw them for the first time. This seemed less like a cohesive idea and more like a bunch of half-formed concepts of a mechanical creature that had been mashed together.

      The thing that had once been Jamon, Archpaladin of the Order of the Rod, snapped the chains binding it to its chair as easily as snapping dry twigs.

      “Throw down your weapons.” Darren lifted his sword, curious if the spirit that had once been the man within the monstrosity could hear him anymore.

      The exposed gears on the creature’s chest whirred menacingly. The monster bellowed a guttural roar that kicked dust into the air and ruffled Darren’s hair.

      Darren took that as a refusal, especially when the monster charged him a moment later. Its metal limbs extended with a sickening crunch, transforming to become twice as long as the monster was tall. Each finger shifted until it was as long and sharp as a sword.

      Darren called upon his legendary Fetters of Fate skill, but for the first time, the ability failed him. The chains appeared over the monster’s body. Still, the moment they did so, the grinding gears all over the monstrosity’s form dug into the chains and ground them to dust. He would have to do this the old-fashioned way.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Creature Analysis

      Clockwork Divine Energy Construct (Quasi-Sixth-Order)

      
        	Constructed from the disjointed remains of hundreds of powerful seraphim and combined with the drive and malice of one of the Order of the Rod’s finest archpaladins, the Clockwork Divine Energy Construct is an entity capable of destroying all that oppose it. It is impossible to control, and even the archpaladin soul in the core of the Construct has few means of determining its future courses of action.

        	This entity exists in an unstable state. Though it can currently exert the power of the Sixth Order, its body will self-destruct if it continues to utilize power at that level for long. Due to its temporary and unstable nature, the Clockwork Divine Energy Construct is highly resistant to any abilities that would bind it through mundane or magical means.

        	It is highly capable of redirecting kinetic and energy attacks and storing the energy from attacks used against it to empower its own future attacks.

      

      

      The obvious way to beat this thing was to simply keep away from it. Unlike him, it wasn’t a stable Sixth-Order being, and from the looks of it, it would destroy itself after just an hour or two of operation.

      But Darren couldn’t wait an hour. There were dozens of wounded all around him, not to mention an entire town of seraphim nearby. This creature would destroy and kill them all if given half a chance.

      But it wouldn’t succeed so long as Darren was there.

      The last of its abilities sounded suspiciously similar to his own, One With the Universe. So Darren decided to pit his Legendary movement skill against the creature’s own and see whose power was greater.

      Melancholy met the Clockwork Divine Energy Construct’s claws, and for once, neither budged. Instead, all the strength of its attack flowed into Darren, and he redirected that same power back into the Construct. The Construct did the same, channeling Darren’s energy back into its attack.

      Man and machine met and locked gazes, each immovable in their own way. The energy passing between them built to greater heights with each passing second. The Clockwork Construct’s body began glowing as all the energy building inside it increased and built to greater and greater heights.

      That was where Darren had the advantage. Instead of storing all the energy he was taking into himself, he merged it with his surroundings. As a result, the power flowed into the rocks around them, lifting huge portions of earth into the air.

      It started as a few boulders, but the more the Clockwork Construct fought back, the greater the energy Darren stored. Soon, a small mountain hovered above their heads.

      Eventually, the metallic body of the Clockwork Construct grew so hot that the glowing plates of its body started to melt. Darren sensed his opportunity and struck out at a gear toward the center of the Construct’s body. He’d seen it twisting every time the Construct moved its left leg and realized it was crucial to the Construct’s ability to move.

      Hot as it was, one swift strike bent the gear out of shape and fused it to its neighboring piece of metal. Like hot steel over a forge, Darren had welded the gear in place.

      The Clockwork Construct stumbled and froze, finally giving up on opposing Darren so directly. It broke off its attack, and the moment it did, Darren jumped clear. The small mountain he’d lifted fell immediately on top of the Clockwork Construct’s head, crushing it beneath an enormous amount of stone and debris.

      “Whew! You kicked that monster’s ass!” Asuriel said, holding her land up for a high five in congratulations.

      Darren accepted her praise, and then they turned toward the survivors.
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      As the dust settled, the cries and pleas of the wounded seraphim filled the air. Darren, Asuriel, and Ashe wasted no time rushing to their aid. Asuriel and Ashe did what they could. Neither of them had any true healing skills, but Darren’s Fountain of Youth water worked just as well on seraphim as it did on humans.

      Darren’s true use came into play when collecting the energy of the dead. He had used Divine Restoration several times already, but up until now, it had been nothing more than a boost to the number of times he could use the ability each day.

      This was different. Most of the seraphim here had been utterly destroyed. There were no bodies  to stand over and wave his hands. All he could do was grip a few scraps of Divine Aura and focus on it.

      To his great excitement and relief, his combination of new abilities — Order From Chaos, Soul Maker, and Divine Resurrection — worked together even better than he had dared to hope. Order From Chaos purged any Demonic Aura that might have gathered in the area from the Order of the Rod’s human sacrifices and their dark deeds. Then he used his new legendary Soul Maker skill, the evolved form of Soul Smithing.

      Each dead seraph was like a collection of broken pieces. Previously, that would have been all Darren could have seen, but now, with his new skill, he could fit those broken pieces together and assemble something from them. Maybe it would be what it once was. Maybe it would be something new. But no matter what, he had to try.

      He spent nearly an hour putting enough of each seraph together to use Divine Resurrection. The seraphim that awoke from the process were frightened, bewildered, and often had disjointed memories of their former lives. He hadn’t matched the pieces up perfectly, it seemed.

      But besides those minor setbacks, they were alive again, and they were grateful for that.

      “That’s an amazing skill!” Ashe said. “You could resurrect the dead.”

      “Just don’t use it to assemble your perfect seraph lover!” Asuriel waved her finger at him. “I know you’re tempted! I’m on to you, D.”

      Darren chuckled. “Why bother with that? I already have them.” He wrapped Ashe and Asuriel up in a warm embrace.

      “You’re very sweet, Darren.” Ashe blushed.

      “And strong too! Did you reach the Sixth Order without me?” Asuriel went from blushing to shocked to pouting in a few moments.

      “Yes. Sorry.” Darren gave Ashe a warm pat on the head. “But I’m sure you’ll reach it soon enough. I have a new skill that will help.”

      “I bet Asuriel will enjoy that one!” Ashe laughed.

      “Ooh! Share your aspect! Tell me!” Asuriel bounced on the balls of her feet, clapping her hands in eager excitement.

      Darren grimaced. He knew Asuriel would ask. But, looking deep within himself, his aspect still felt a little unstable. Despite all his new power, he knew it didn’t suit him. But he held onto it all the same because he needed the power it provided.

      “Retribution,” Darren replied honestly.

      Asuriel’s excitement faltered. She tried to cover it up a moment later, but Darren caught the change in expression. She looked at him, hesitating for a moment before speaking.

      “Well, retribution can be... useful, right? I mean, there are people out there who deserve to be brought to justice, Kalaziel included.”

      “Seems to me that the aspect of Justice would handle that,” Darren said.

      “The Sixth Order is pretty strong, though, isn’t it? So how does retribution stack up?” Asuriel asked.

      Darren curled his fist into a ball. “Among the strongest.”

      “There! See, you’re not defined by your aspect. It’s just another tool. It defines you no more than one of your skills.” Asuriel gave him a playful punch on the arm.

      Darren forced a smile, though Asuriel’s encouragement truly was heartwarming. He pulled her tight against his side. “Sometimes you say the right things.”

      Asuriel hopped up on Darren’s shoulder, settling comfortably there. “So, about that new skill of yours that’s supposed to help me reach the Sixth Order... care to share the details?”

      Darren chuckled. “We’re going to need a bed and somewhere private.”

      Asuriel’s eyes shimmered with excitement. “I’ve been renting a small place downtown. Follow me!”
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        * * *

      

      Asuriel led Darren and Ashe to her cozy apartment, a considerable downgrade from the one she had rented with Darren in Calabor. Once inside, she showed them to her modest bedroom, the doorway so narrow that Darren had to bend over and shuffle sideways to enter.

      “The skill is called Fates Intertwined,” Darren explained.

      Ashe smiled down at Asuriel. “I think you’re going to enjoy casting it. The rest of us certainly did. It will make reaching any realm Darren has already reached easier.”

      “Perform your dark ritual upon me!” Asuriel held up her hands, then flopped backward on the bed, arms outstretched.

      Ashe tisked. “Dark? Now that Darren is the equivalent of a Prime Saint, all he does should be considered holy. Especially something like this. When I had my full power and the seraphim were allowed to walk the mortal world, humans worshiped the ground I walked on. It would be the same for Darren. Seven Hells, anywhere else in the world, Darren would already be at the first stage of godhood.”

      “You’re right.” Asuriel nodded vigorously. “I’m a heretic for even making such a statement! I need to be punished and returned to the path of righteousness!”

      Ashe shook her head and was about to chide Asuriel again when Darren chuckled and explained.

      “Ashe, she wants to be tied up.”

      “Ah...” Ashe blushed. “Right.”

      Darren reached into his Realmvault and pulled out some of Asuriel’s favorite toys. Each one he extracted had Ashe blushing even more than the last. For all that she’d seen since coming into Darren’s service, Asuriel was on another level.

      “Is all this really necessary?” Ashe blushed.

      “We can’t take half-measures with something as important as this new skill of Darren’s!” Asuriel said. She thrust her wrists in Ashe’s face while Ashe held a pair of cuffs skeptically.

      “Come on, do it!” Asuriel begged.

      Ashe put the cuffs on, her cheeks as red as scarlet.

      “Now tell me what you and Darren are going to do to me!” Asuriel panted excitedly.

      “Uh... hopefully make you a Prime Saint?” Ashe asked.

      Asuriel frowned. “I think you can get a little more exciting than that.”

      “Uh... Darren’s going to bend you over and do Darren things.” Ashe squirmed in place. Despite the shy blush spreading across her cheeks, her thighs glistened, and a wet spot was rapidly forming over her crotch on her dress.

      Darren shook his head and chuckled. “If Asuriel is giving you trouble, just use this.”

      Darren tossed a gag. He’d gotten it after killing some demons, though Asuriel had been the one to find it in his Inventory. He’d purified the thing of all demonic taint and upgraded it with Limitless Evolution to make it like new. It wasn’t exactly a magical item, but it was damn tough and quite inescapable when properly applied.

      Asuriel’s bedroom talk was too much for the Prime Saint of Purity, so Asuriel soon found herself both bound and gagged. She seemed happier than ever by the time she was done, though, so in the end, Asuriel won.

      With her immobilized, naked, and helpless, Darren loomed over Asuriel like the divine being he was while she lay on the bed in obedient supplication. With her close, silent, and still, Darren found he was able to use the full spectrum of his new skills on Asuriel.

      Aura Ascendancy and Soul Maker were both legendary skills meant for working with and manipulating Divine Aura, even inside of living beings. Either was effective against skills and living targets, but for a being made of pure Divine Aura like a seraph, they were especially effective.

      Darren had already examined Ashe extensively in binding her to Melancholy so she could have some semblance of a body again, but this was his first time doing so for Asuriel.

      He’d studied many seraphim by now, but never with such detail, and never when the particular seraph was so thoroughly restrained. He found having Asuriel tied to the bed as she was to be quite helpful in figuring out what each part of her spirit did.

      If Asuriel could become a Prime Saint, he could study her like this until he understood how her body worked. At that point, Soul Maker and Aura Ascendancy might allow him to craft a new body for Ashe wholesale without the need to recover what was taken from her by Kalaziel.

      Asuriel giggled playfully as Darren trailed his hands up and down her body. Her legs bucked, but the ropes she’d so eagerly allowed to be wound around herself kept her firmly in place.

      “Mhmm?” Asuriel looked at him questioningly. Or at least, she looked at the spot where she thought Darren was. Of course, she couldn’t tell with a blindfold on.

      “Is something wrong?” Ashe asked. She stood over the foot of the bed, eyes bouncing between Darren and Asuriel a little too rapidly. Perhaps she noticed what Darren was doing and was thinking along the same lines.

      “Yes, perhaps we’ll do this for you too.” Darren flashed her a smile.

      “W-what? Well... I’d be okay with trying anything... if you want to...” Ashe blushed and twirled her hair.

      “I will have to study you just as closely and compare you to Asuriel when we are giving you back your body.”

      “Oh. Oh! That! Yes. Of course. That was what I agreed to.” Ashe twirled her hair innocently between her fingers.

      By now, Asuriel was practically panting where she lay, and if she wasn’t completely unable to move, she’d have pounced on Darren already. It was time to put Fates Intertwined to full effect.

      After spending so long with his hands roaming over her tender flesh, Asuriel was more than ready. She was needy and eager. Her skin felt hot and flushed to the touch, her nipples hard and perky. Her breaths came in short, panting gasps, and her lean muscles were coiled and tense against her bindings.

      With her eyes blindfolded and her body bound, she’d entered something akin to a meditative state. Though her other senses were dampened, her sense of touch had grown even more potent. Darren leaned forward as he inspected the Divine Aura she was made of, hot breath spilling across her hips and torso.

      His power tickled against her, and she immediately convulsed as the mere feeling of his presence so close sent her into orgasm.

      Darren chuckled. It seemed his women were getting needier and needier as time passed. He felt sorry he’d left Asuriel alone here in the Heavens for so long if a few weeks without him had put her into a state like this. But, he wouldn’t deny her any longer.

      He slipped into her, sliding in easily despite his girth. Asuriel shuddered as he penetrated her, slow thrusts growing quicker with each passing moment. He could read her body well, whether she could speak or not, and knew what her heart craved.

      Still riding the height of her last orgasm, he quickly drove her to another, and then another after that. Divine Energy Constructs filled the air around her body once more. Instead of being tendrils of his power, they had physical weight to them.

      Manifest Will was entirely new, and the things he created could take any shape, form, or material. He experimented with a touch as gentle as goose feathers or as rough as beach sand. His creations danced across Asuriel’s body, eliciting delightful, muffled cries.

      All the while, he shaped the Divine Aura flowing within her body to better suit the bond he was trying to create. Fates Intertwined guided him in what he needed to do. With the practice he’d gotten on all the others, he quickly wove the new form of Divine Aura he wanted her body to take.

      She was tied to him now and forever, and Fates Intertwined stretched a piece of his soul through space and time and nestled it within her own. It slid into place easily since Darren had long been pumping Asuriel and all his other women with Divine Aura made by and marked by his power. This was just one more piece of him to add to the growing mound.

      The ability went into full effect around the time he reached his climax. It forged a permanent bond between him and Asuriel, and when it was finished, he felt much like he did with Cassandra and her mental link. He could sense Asuriel’s mood with a thought. She was excited, pleasured, and even hornier than she had been when they’d begun.

      She was also a tiny bit more powerful than she’d been before.

      He chuckled. It looked like he had a lot more work to do.

      “I don’t think it worked, Darren,” Asuriel said.

      “It worked,” Darren assured her. He threw her clothes on top of her while he wiped himself down with a towel and got dressed.

      “We need to go ten more times!”

      “You already did it ten times,” Ashe replied, hands on her hips. She snatched the towel from Darren’s hands and started helping him herself.

      “Twenty more times!” Asuriel thrust her fist in the air. “I’m sure I can reach the Sixth Order if we keep trying!”

      In the end, they couldn’t push Asuriel to the Sixth Order. Fates Intertwined was giving diminishing returns for her since she was the closest to his level of power out of all Darren’s companions besides Ashe. Fates Intertwined seemed to have the greatest effect, the greater the power differential was. He’d wondered more than once if he’d be able to boost his own power with the ability if one of his companions ever surpassed him and reached the Seventh Order. He wouldn’t mind finding out.

      “Later,” Darren promised.
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      They left, and Darren spent the rest of the day helping the rescued and reconstructed seraphim return to their normal lives. But, in some cases, the seraphim were more interested in joining the cause.

      “You’re letting all the former Protectors fight for you, aren’t you?” a boisterous young seraph asked. Despite her diminutive size, she had a very intense gaze. Few others met Darren’s eyes for long, but this seraph almost seemed like she wanted to get into a staring contest with him. Darren was pretty sure he’d never even seen her blink.

      “I wanna join too!” She crossed her arms and pouted.

      “You don’t have experience.”

      “I can learn!”

      Darren frowned. The final confrontation was drawing nearer with each passing day. In the Sacred Seas, he had the time to train his troops. But here, in the Heavens? He didn’t think he could whip this seraph into fighting shape in the remaining time to get her ready for battle.

      However, her eager enthusiasm was valuable in its own right. From his conversations with Thalia’s generals, he had learned that most armies consisted of more than just fighting men and women. They often brought a lot of non-combatants with them as well.

      “Fine. You will follow the Protectors and assist with rescue and recovery efforts.”

      The young seraph clapped her hands and bounced excitedly. “I won’t let you down!”

      Similar scenes played out several times as Darren brought order to the town that had suffered under the tyranny of the Order of the Rod. He had encountered the situation before, so he was well-suited to handle it.

      Soon, the town was once again whole and Darren, with Ashe and Asuriel at his sides, moved on to the next town.

      Bit by bit, he was claiming this region of the Heavens for himself, contesting Kalaziel’s claim. The Prime Saint of Valor had yet to show himself, and Darren was looking forward to a rematch with Commander Thorn in particular, but the commander never showed himself.

      As the power of the Order of the Rod dwindled, so did their ability to resist Darren’s forces. Without any remaining Fifth Orders, Callum and Sasha’s troops could divide into smaller groups and sweep through the First Layer, restoring order and gathering up the disbanded Protectors.

      Darren followed in their wake, spending only the time required by the Dungeon Queen in each location. As their ranks expanded rapidly, a new command structure was necessary for the Protectors to function as an army. Some of the old captains pushed back against Darren’s leadership, questioning why they should follow him when they had served as leaders of their local Protectors for centuries.

      Darren’s solution was simple: He unfurled all three sets of his wings, revealing his status as a Prime Saint. The seraphim stuttered in shock and bowed low, and their voices stuttered in awe as they recognized Darren’s divine status. Darren attempted to explain the concept of a human Paragon, but few understood it. To the seraphim, humans were limited to the Fourth Order, unable to ascend until after death.

      With Darren’s leadership established, the Protectors worked as a united army, liberating towns across the First Layer.

      Darren did what came naturally to him and explained only as much as was needed. He found that when he did so, people quickly came to their own conclusions, whether seraph or human.

      “Heaven beyond the Heavens, we’re saved! And by a face I don’t recognize. You have the power and aura of a Prime Saint, and yet you are not one I recognize. You haven’t attended a council session, I take it?” a seraph with a wise and aged appearance asked curiously.

      “No,” Darren replied.

      “Ah, I see. I understand it now. You are a man of many complex schemes. You have no doubt been planning your opposition to Kalaziel for centuries,” the seraph said while stroking his lengthy beard. “You must be one of the Prime Saints who prefers seclusion and shies away from the spotlight. And now, with the battle for the fate of the Heavens underway, you reveal yourself. I understand your reasoning. Fear not. The Protectors will safeguard your secrets!”

      “Good,” Darren replied before taking flight and reuniting with Asuriel. Ashe would also join them as they continued their ascent to the Second Layer, following the same path that Captain Gaviel had taken when he led Darren to meet Horon on the Fifth Layer.
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      With newfound resolve and new forces added to the ranks of the Protectors beneath him, Darren set his sights on the next layers of the Heavens. He had only begun destroying Kalaziel’s plans. Until the man faced him in person, Darren would continue to trample Kalaziel’s machinations underfoot.

      Ashe and Asuriel served as his constant companions and assistants as he arrived ahead of the rest of his forces. The Second Layer was more heavily forested than the First Layer, but also more settled. It lacked the wildness the First Layer had, though neither were anything akin to the feral wilderness that covered most of the layers of the Seven Hells. The seraphim had long since gained total mastery of the Heavens. Here, wilderness only grew where the seraphim allowed it to.

      Darren hadn’t spent much time here, but Ashe and Asuriel were both former denizens of the Heavens. More than that, they had long since gotten into contact with sympathetic forces here in the Heavens who were just as opposed to Kalaziel’s brutal takeover and the Order of the Rod’s occupation as they were.

      “Where do we go?” Darren asked.

      “The nearest city is in that direction!” Asuriel pointed. “But I got a warning that there are three Fifth-Order members of the Order of the Rod that way.”

      Darren chuckled. It would take a lot more than three such people to stop him. The Order of the Rod ought to know that by now.

      Clearing out the Second Layer worked much like the First. Darren cleansed each city of the Order of the Rod’s influence personally. By the time he was done, Sasha and Callum were coming to join him with the vanguard of their own forces. They cleaned up the scraps that escaped Darren’s attention, leaving him free to work with the Dungeon Queen to lay claim to the area.

      The Third Layer was a sprawling, mountainous area. It reminded him much of the landscape of the Blackwind Empire, and not for the first time he wondered where the Seven Heavens and the Seven Hells came from. He’d been to those libraries the Heavens collected for their mortal vassals. He learned that they’d been constructed by mortal hands before the seraphim lifted them up.

      Perhaps portions of the Sacred Seas had been lifted up similarly. He could see the seraphim and demons each taking their piece of the mortal world and hiding them away in their hidden pocket dimensions at the end of the grand conflict the old souls like Laura spoke of in such sad tones.

      Darren had initially thought things might get tougher as they went higher, much like his adventures conquering the Seven Hells had gone. But the Heavens were built differently, as were the seraphim who called them home. The seraphim were evenly distributed throughout the Seven Heavens, regardless of layer. There was a slight tendency for those of greater power to reside higher up where the Divine Aura was thicker. Still, by and large, one’s layer of residence had more to do with their job and social status than it did with personal power.

      As a result, most members of the Order of the Rod they encountered were of roughly the same power. Darren had been prepared for Prime Saints since Darren knew Kalaziel had a few of those in his pocket. But if any were willing to fight for him, they weren’t being used to hold territory here.

      With each victory, Darren’s forces grew in number and strength. The liberated seraphim eagerly swelled the ranks of the newly reformed Protectors. Those with combat experience directly added to Darren’s forces, while those without served a more supporting role. Word spread far and wide as Darren and his allies shared the truth of what was happening. Public sentiment on the conquered layers was beginning to turn against Kalaziel.

      Yet, as they continued their ascent, whispers of the impending confrontation grew. Everyone knew the true confrontation was coming closer. Sooner or later, Kalaziel would show himself. And when he did, Darren’s ability to fight him would determine their victory or defeat.

      The Fourth Layer was the first time Darren heard whispers of Horon. The Prime Saint of Justice had been driven into hiding, and the Fifth Layer was hardly big enough to wage a guerilla war. However, Horon certainly had allies and forces there.

      While spearheading the attack on the Order of the Rod forces there, Darren stumbled across a powerful fight between familiar faces.

      He’d witnessed the Order of the Rod fighting locals before. Usually, they had a former Protector who refused to yield at the sight of injustice on the ropes. Occasionally, there would be more than one at once. The largest battle he’d seen had been three Protectors fighting against six members of the Order of the Rod. Every fighter had been at the Fifth Order. Outnumbered and overwhelmed, the Protectors were losing badly until Darren arrived and turned the tide in their favor.

      This battle was like that one, only far more so. As he watched, a mighty sword swing cleaved through trees and stones like they weren’t even there. The wielders of such weapons were more powerful than the Fourth Layer could contain, and the damage their battle did to their surroundings showed as much.

      As Darren approached the site of the intense battle, he realized the Protectors fighting back this time were far more powerful than usual. But so were the members of the Order of the Rod.

      Now that he was looking closer, he realized he had recognized the leaders of both groups. On one side was Captain Gaviel, the leader of the Protectors of Calabor. Darren had last left him at Horon’s side, and his presence here suggested the Prime Saint of Honor was close.

      On the side of the Order of the Rod stood Commander Thorn. This was the seraph who’d caused so much trouble for Darren in Salsroth, and again in the Fifth Layer of the Heavens prior to his last battle with Kalaziel.

      At the moment, the two of them were engaged in a second battle to the death, and from the looks of things, the Order of the Rod had the upper hand.

      Sensing the urgency of the situation, Darren knew he had to intervene. Asuriel and Ashe trailed behind him as he hurried toward the conflict. Captain Gaviel was holding for the moment, but his subordinates were running out of Divine Aura and were on their last legs.

      Melancholy and Inevitability flashed in Darren’s hands, and the first member of the Order of the Rod was cleaved in half before he even knew what had happened. Then, he targeted another before they noticed him, eyes locking on one who was about to deal the final blow on one of Gaviel’s allies.

      “Fetters of Fate.” Darren pointed.

      The man was instantly bound in place, allowing the Protector to roll to safety. Meanwhile, glowing chains beyond the sight of mortal men wrapped around his assailant. They faded into existence as though seeping down from a higher plane. Like slithering serpents, they wrapped around his arms and legs until all he could do was struggle to get free. The sword in his hands tumbled from his grip.

      The chains extended onward and outward, wrapping around the wrist of the Protector who’d nearly been slain. That Protector climbed to her feet, catching her assailant’s sword as it fell from his limp grasp. Her experience and training pushed her to take full advantage of this sudden change of fortune. An instant later, the Order of the Rod seraph’s head was rolling across the ground, spilling golden blood behind it. A look of shock covered his face.

      Another Order of the Rod member lunged forward, sword glowing with ruby light. Just moments prior, the battle had been two against one in his favor. Still, now Darren had arrived and the other member of the Order of the Rod battling this woman of the Protectors was dead. The tables had suddenly turned, and he didn’t even have time to switch from offensive skills to defensive ones before he was skewered twice over, once by the Protector and again by Darren.

      The armored woman cast a surprised and thankful glance in Darren’s direction. From the look in her eyes, she knew how close to death she’d just come, and she knew that she owed Darren her life. But in a battle like this, when the fates of her friends and allies hung in the balance, she couldn’t spare the moment to thank her savior. Instead, she rushed off to aid the others.

      “My love!” the woman yelled, rushing toward one of the other Protectors. She charged forward with the reckless fury one only had for their closest companions.

      The two other Protectors were desperately fighting off two enemies each. Both were heavily wounded and giving ground. While the woman rushed in, to even the odds in one fight, Darren moved to put an end to the other.

      He used Manifest Will, and his energy formed into blades as sharp as razors shooting out in all directions. Both the Fifth-Order members of the Order of the Rod turned. One raised the shield strapped to his arm, and the other activated an energy barrier. Both were effective defenses against the rain of tiny blades, but Darren had only been hoping to create a distraction.

      He charged in a moment later. The wind stopped blowing, and the leaves stopped rustling as he plundered their kinetic energy and threw it all into his charge. Finally, he hit with the force of a battering ram, shattering the physical and magical shields with his shoulder.

      The two Paladins of the Order of the Rod were sent flying in opposite directions. He was on top of one of them before they could climb to their feet. Inevitability took off the top of his helmet, and then Darren was gone and on top of the other foe.

      That one was nearly ready to finish off the bleeding Protector Darren had just rushed in to defend. The Protector was a big man, but he seemed fresher-faced than most Fifth-Orders Darren had encountered, and he’d taken a lot of heavy blows over the past few minutes. By now, he was staggering where he stood. Though Darren had driven his assailants off, the seraph was so battered and winded he sagged to his knees the moment he was safe, completely unaware of the magical missile heading his way. Thanks to his Oracle Sight, Darren spotted it in advance, and he activated Manifest Will to form a barrier to save the battered Protector.

      A moment later he’d crossed the distance and dealt with that Protector, leaving only the two lovers locked in a fight and Gaviel himself.

      Darren tossed the battered Protector a Fountain of Youth Water vial from his Realmvault. “Drink this.”

      The man grasped the vial with shaking hands, golden blood seeping from the gaps in his armor. His eyes had a hazy and distant look to them. In a human, Darren would have guessed he had a bad concussion. But for a seraph, he must have taken a blow that disrupted the Divine Aura flowing through him.

      With him joining the fight by the sides of the two lovers, Gaviel was the one who most needed help. He and Commander Thorn were both seraphim as strong as the Fifth Order came, and either was a match for three of their peers. But just like before, Commander Thorn had new tricks that let him hold an edge over Captain Gaviel.

      This time, instead of a legendary sword, Commander Thorn was wielding an entire arsenal of lesser items of the mythic rank. Darren took a look at them one at a time with Absolute Analysis.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      The Sanctified Aegis (Mythic)

      
        	This ancient shield has been adorned with intricate carvings of the eternal struggle between Order and Chaos. These carvings depict ancient battles that predate the arrival of humans, but the results can still be felt today. The Aegis has the power to absorb and redirect all energy-based attacks.

      

      

      Greathelm of the Judicator (Mythic)

      
        	This ornate and imposing helmet is forged from an indestructible alloy that grants its users bolstered reserves of Divine Aura and enhanced perception, allowing them to sense danger before those dangers present themselves. It also protects the wielder’s head.

      

      

      Hammer of the Celestial (Mythic)

      
        	This mighty warhammer was recovered from the body of a long-dead being of Order known only as The Fallen Celestial. This warhammer was one of his armaments. It can manipulate gravity to create localized shockwaves and even allow its users to fly by throwing themselves upward if they cannot fly by other means. It can increase its weight ten- thousandfold, increasing the momentum of each swing accordingly.

      

      

      While none of the items gave off the overwhelming power of Inevitability, the three mythic items Commander Thorn had a quality from their sheer number. As recently as a few months ago, any such weapon would have been a tremendous boon to Darren, and here Commander Thorn had three of them.

      “You!” Commander Thorn turned to face Darren, drawing Gaviel’s attention as well. “You’re still alive?”

      “Kalaziel could not defeat me. So you stand no chance,” Darren replied.

      Commander Thorn spat. “Likely story. I have three mythic weapons, and soon I’ll have Inevitability back!”

      “I’ll hold him off. Help the others!” Gaviel shouted even as he took a devastating blow to the chest from the Hammer of the Celestial. Gaviel’s armor caved in, dented in the center in a way that most certainly dealt a heavy wound to the chest of the one beneath it.

      “I already did,” Darren replied. The battle between the Order of the Rod and the Protectors had turned decisively in the Protectors’ favor. Now all that was left was to save Gaviel himself.

      He activated One With the Universe, drawing power from his surroundings. Commander Thorn raised The Sanctified Aegis, ready to block and no doubt retaliate with one quick reply. But Darren was ready.

      Commander Thorn raised his Hammer of the Celestial in a crude feint. He was clearly more used to a sword than a hammer because he failed to bring the head around quick enough to matter. The resulting opening lasted no longer than the blink of an eye, but that was all the time Darren needed to strike.

      He wove between shield and hammer with Melancholy’s tip. Commander Thorn’s eyes widened as Darren found the tiniest gap where the armor plates along his arm met the armor plates on his shoulder. The sword dug deep, striking flesh and cutting through it like a damp cloth.

      “Argh!” Commander Thorn screamed in pain as his hammer arm hung limp. The mythic weapon he’d been grasping tumbled from his limp fingers, which were no longer capable of bearing any weight. He glared at Darren, and the hatred in his eyes was swiftly being replaced by fear.

      Darren caught the hammer on tendrils, remade now that his skill had improved once again. Instead of a soft, golden glow, they were solid and real fingers that shimmered in the light, like rainbow-colored glass. They wrapped around the falling hammer and pulled it to his side.

      “Not bad,” Darren said, examining his new toy. He flashed Commander Thorn a smile. “You bring nice gifts.”

      “You...” Commander Thorn growled. He hefted his shield and glared at Darren through his visor. Then he charged.

      Darren met the charge, shield against two swords. Like the Clockwork Construct he’d fought, this shield reflected his force back at him. But One With the Universe allowed him to store and use kinetic energy from his surroundings. This was not a competition he would lose.

      Commander Thorn pressed against him, but Darren pushed back. Commander Thorn’s eyes widened when he realized his shield would not be enough to win the fight. Darren watched him come to a decision. He struggled with his mostly limp arm but eventually swung it around and slapped his palm against the gem in the center of his shield.

      Darren ducked just in time. The moment his fingers struck the shield, the mythic-ranked defensive item exploded. Shrapnel and Divine Aura flew in all directions. All the accumulated power in the item’s construction and what it had been charged with in Commander Thorn’s fight had flooded it with so much Divine Aura that the energy practically took on a solid presence, something Darren had only ever seen from the Demonic Aura Laura was collecting in the deepest depths of the Seven Hells.

      The explosion was deafening and blinding, but Darren’s keen instincts and enhanced senses kept him safe. The shockwave knocked him back, but he stayed on his feet. Captain Gaviel was less lucky and toppled backward. He was bleeding just as much as the other Protector was, but Gaviel had the keen battle instincts to stay on his feet despite his wounds.

      Commander Thorn’s broken armor was strewn about the battlefield. The man himself was barely recognizable. The shrapnel from destroying his mythic shield had done far more damage to himself than Darren.

      His breathing was heavy and labored, and his eyes were filled with the desperation of someone who knew they had lost. Then, like a skittish animal, he turned tail and fled.

      He unleashed both pairs of wings, unveiling the two to fly at full speed. Finally, Darren unveiled all three sets of his own wings. He caught up with the Commander before he even realized what was happening.

      Commander Thorn’s eyes widened so much it seemed they might fall right out of his head. Instead, Darren caught him by the tattered remnants of his armor and threw him with full force into the ground. His landing created a crater where he struck, sending dust and debris flying in all directions.

      “It’s over,” Darren said.

      “Y-you... have three sets of wings?” Commander Thorn’s eyes stared at the shining silver feathers on Darren’s back. “You were a Prime Saint this whole time?” All the energy seemed to seep from Commander Thorn’s body. “No wonder I lost. Seven Hells, I held on against a Prime Saint.”

      A smile crept up the corner of Commander Thorn’s cheeks, pleased at last.

      Under any other circumstances, Darren would have corrected the seraph. He’d only been at the Fifth Order when they fought last. But Darren believed that everyone, man or seraph, had the right to die at peace with themselves. He let Commander Thorn bask in his mistaken belief in what time he had left.

      Darren had no intention of letting Commander Thorn get away a second time. This rat in service to Kalaziel had escaped justice by Darren’s hand twice already, and twice was two times too many.

      Gaviel let out a few long, panting gasps. “Finish him while you have the chance. I’d do it myself, but I don’t have the strength left.”

      “Wait!” Commander Thorn held a bruised and battered gauntlet, as he shook off his blissful reverie. “I’ll change sides! I’ve seen the light! With power like yours, you could challenge him for the Heavenly Throne! You could be the next Lord of Light instead of him!”

      Darren shook his head. “Maybe. But it will not be with a traitor at my side.”

      Darren had no interest in the service of someone who changed sides as easily as Commander Thorn would. If the seraph would turn on Kalaziel so easily, many years hence, he would probably do the same against Darren.

      Darren used Manifest Will to turn his Divine Aura into pure fire. In Commander Thorn’s weakened state, he didn’t have the strength to resist it. His body turned to ashes in an instant under the mystical flame, and those ashes blew away on a gust of wind.

      “He’s finally dead...” Captain Gaviel whispered, shaking his head in wonder. “For a while there, I thought he was going to be the end of me.” Then he turned his gaze to Darren. “But even more surprising is the fact that you’re alive! We all thought you’d made the final sacrifice. Horon even held a toast in your honor.”

      Darren glanced at the other Protectors. The three Darren had saved had finished their two remaining adversaries independently. They were some of the best fighters the Protectors offered, to have held off so long against twice their number. He wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that these were Horon’s elite.

      “I have many tricks,” Darren replied. “They have helped me stay alive this long.” He reached into his Realmvault and passed Gaviel a vial of his Fountain of Youth Water. The seraph was teetering on the edge of life and death.

      When he finally finished drinking, Gaviel was looking much better. Color had returned to his cheeks, and he was no longer bleeding from every crack in his armor. “That hit the spot. Thank you, Darren. And not just for the potion. Come.” Gaviel forced himself to his feet. “After what you did before and what you’ve just done now, Horon would be furious if we didn’t offer you our shelter and aid. So let me take you to the secret headquarters of our little rebellion.”
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      After the battle, Darren walked through the area and found several dead. Some were members of the Order of the Rod, but many more were former Protectors loyal to Horon. Captain Gaviel’s party had been caught after they liberated a city on the Fourth Layer from Kalaziel’s grasp. Darren had arrived toward the end of the battle when most of the fighting was done.

      The lifeless forms of dozens of seraphim shimmered with Divine Light as Order restored their souls to working order. They gasped for breath as though coming up for air after being underwater for too long. One by one, the fallen opened their eyes and returned to the world of the living.

      “I’m... alive? But I was certain I’d been killed...” a woman asked. Her eyes were wide with wonder and confusion. It was something Darren had seen a lot of in the newly resurrected.

      “You were dead. Now you’re not,” Darren explained as he helped the formerly dead Protector to her feet. He picked up her sword and shoved it back into her hand. She stared at it, blinking at it, as confused as she was at the sight of her own hands.

      Gaviel stared at Darren, amazed at the abilities of the young human he’d come to think of as his subordinate. “I knew you had a few tricks, but this... Horon told me you brought me back from the dead. I didn’t believe it until you showed me this. Thank you, Darren.”

      “It’s no trouble.” Darren waved off the praise. “We need these men and women. Just like I needed you.”

      Gaviel nodded, though his eyes still shone with unspoken praise. “Aye. We certainly do need them. But if ever there is a day I can repay the favor I owe you, I will be there.”

      “There are more to heal. Let’s go,” Darren said.

      After finishing healing everyone, Darren and Gaviel helped everyone get back on their feet. That slowed the journey back to the secret headquarters at which Horon was stationed, but for once, Darren didn’t mind the extra time. His people were making good progress on the Third Layer, and soon they would join him here on the Fourth. When that time came, he could unite the army he’d gathered with whatever Horon had left, and together they could take the fight to where this all began on the Fifth Layer of the Heavens.

      Darren, Gaviel, the survivors, and the newly resurrected all made their way to the secret headquarters Horon had established hidden away on the Fourth Layer. The journey was slow as they helped the weakened seraphim regain their strength, but Darren’s mind was looking at the future.

      The rebel hideout was nestled in something Horon described as a suburban neighborhood. There were seraphim all around, and Darren found it quite remarkable that they were able to hide in plain sight simply by looking like a bunch of unremarkable Third- and Fourth-Order minor seraphim.

      He couldn’t help but think of Thalia’s rebellion. When she tried to reclaim the Blackwind Empire from her father, she and her followers had to live in the woods, far from civilization. Considering how finely manicured the wilderness of the Fourth Layer was, there probably was no true forest or unexplored land to hide in here.

      The neighborhood was rough and battered, and it seemed like the seraphim who lived here cared less about the appearance of their homes than most. But that still meant the whole neighborhood was quite a bit finer than anything Darren had seen in the mortal realm. He’d have put the houses here on the same level as  Whiteguard’s wealthier districts.

      The garden was overgrown, and the grand front door a bit chipped and with peeling paint. The curtains behind each window were shut tight, and bright lights illuminated the area. It blended in well with its surroundings and seemed unremarkable in every way.

      “This is it,” Gaviel whispered, pulling a hood over his head as he walked to the door. He rapped on it three times. “Hold on, I just have to get us cleared to enter.”

      “What’s the password?” a gruff voice demanded from the other side.

      “Aurora’s Embrace,” Gaviel replied. “It’s me, Captain Gaviel. The mission was a success. Well, a failure at first, but success when we ran into an unexpected old friend.”

      The voice on the other side of the door was silent. “That password expired last night. We wrote your whole unit off as lost. How do we know you haven’t turned?”

      Gaviel rolled his eyes. “It’s me. I was there when Horon fought Kalaziel, and he knows my face. I couldn’t turn even if I wanted to.”

      On the other side, the seraphim exchanged a few quiet, hushed words. Eventually, they decided that Gaviel spoke the truth, and the door swung open.

      “It’s good to see you alive, Captain.” A brown-haired female seraph of a slight frame and red eyes rushed forward from the other side and wrapped her arms around Gaviel. “We all assumed the worst.”

      Gaviel chuckled. “The worst might have come to pass if not for Darren here. Get Horon. He’ll want to meet him.”

      The female seraph didn’t leave, and she clung tight to Gaviel’s side. “We’ll get him together. I’m not letting you out of my sight again.”

      Darren was ushered into the hideout. He and all the other seraphim Gaviel had brought with him were quickly ushered past the entrance. There was a simple sitting room where the door guards had been stationed moments ago, but a wide staircase was ahead.

      The small house was nowhere near large enough to hold even a single contingent of Protectors, let alone the small army of loyal followers Horon had gathered to oppose Kalaziel. The solution to this was to simply build down.

      “Welcome to safe house number six,” one of the Protectors said. Though they’d all been stripped of their former stations, he wore his armor and badge with pride. “Prime Saint Horon had these built years ago when tensions with Kalaziel were heating up. Originally, he just wanted somewhere safe to house the loved ones of his supporters so they couldn’t be targeted. Turned out we’d need to hide in them ourselves.”

      The area beneath the house was much larger than above ground. The chamber that opened up beneath was large enough to house the entire neighborhood, complete with an artificial sun in the sky hovering overhead. Grass and trees grew everywhere, leaving the place like a little paradise.

      “You know those pocket dimensions we use for practice arenas? Well, every time one breaks, we send it to one of the safe houses. If we’re able to repair it, it’s quietly tucked away for a day like today,” the seraph leading their group explained.

      The others made an appreciative noise, impressed by Prime Saint Horon’s foresight. But Darren saw through the bright atmosphere. There were a few hundred men and women present, scattered throughout the area. They were chatting grimly around tables of equipment or open-air campfires, and their armor was dented and bruised. Most wore bandages of one sort or another, and it was tough to find someone completely unwounded.

      Most of the people looked like former Protectors. Still, a few had a gentler appearance than the adventure-bound enforcers he’d come to know during his time in the Heavens. They were either family of the Protectors or new recruits who’d never been part of the Protectors. Darren had expected to see more of them, considering the number of volunteers he’d picked up among the seraphim as of late. But here they were few and far between.

      They joked and forced levity among one another, but the truth was plain to see. Horon and his forces were losing. On the other hand, Gaviel and his group looked to be some of the strongest people present, so if they’d all been killed, it might have been over for Horon and his rebels. Fortunately for them, Darren was on their side.

      The seraphim sat him and the new arrivals down with some food. “Eat your fill. I’m sure you had a tough journey here. The Prime Saint will be here to talk to you himself soon.”

      The Protectors who’d been there before wandered off to rejoin the rest of their comrades. At the same time, Darren and the newer groups relaxed and exchanged a few pleasantries. Most of these seraphim had died in the battle with Commander Thorn’s forces, so all of them looked to Darren as something of a leader after he brought them back from the dead. They told him what they knew and shared their thoughts.

      “So... do you think Horon can actually win?” a woman asked, brow stitched tight with worry. “Did we make the right choice, joining the new Protectors?”

      “He can win, but not alone.” Darren laid a hand on her shoulder. “That is what we are here for.”

      The others were all anxious and uncertain, looking for reassurance from someone with the power to provide it. Finally, after being rescued by him, that person was Darren.

      This was one aspect of leadership Darren never thought he was good with. But it kept happening all the same, so it was a skill that he would force himself to hone.

      “You fight for a fair and just future for the Heavens. Kalaziel would not be a good Lord of Light. Others see this too. They will join us.”

      The woman who’d spoken earlier frowned. “If that were true, why have none of the other Prime Saints joined us? Besides Kothar’wa, who died in the first day of fighting?”

      Darren grimaced. He’d feared the other Prime Saints would be too nervous to join the fight against Kalaziel, after his display of power. Unfortunately, the Prime Saint of Valor was a cut above all the others, and that was likely even more true now that he had started bonding the Heavenly Throne.

      “The other Prime Saints are just like you. They are scared. But through victories, we can win them over. Show the Heavens we can win, and they will change sides.”

      The woman looked troubled. “You think the other Prime Saints are just being cowardly?”

      Darren chuckled. “I know they are. For all their power, they are no different from you.”

      The new recruits seemed to draw strength from Darren’s words, and their shoulders straightened as their expressions became more determined. Then, one by one, they nodded in agreement, ready to face the difficult challenges that lay ahead.

      Their quiet conversation stopped abruptly, and a hush fell over the area. Darren looked up to see a long shadow being cast down upon their group, complete with three sets of wings. He followed that shadow up to see a battered but beaming Prime Saint.

      “Darren! By the Heavens beyond the Heavens, you’re alive? I can hardly believe it! We already had a toast in your honor when we thought you were dead, but I suppose we can have another one!” Horon reached out to help Darren to his feet. Bandages wrapped around his bare arm, and Darren couldn’t help but notice the Prime Saint limping slightly as he walked.

      Darren took Horon’s hand, though he only tugged on it gently while pulling himself up. “A toast sounds wonderful, but you are out of bread.”

      Darren gestured to the empty picnic baskets. There had only been one or two rolls of bread left, and he and the other new arrivals had finished them.

      Horon laughed and clapped Darren on the shoulder, though the act made him wince and glance at his bandaged hand. “Very funny. Gaviel said you had a strange sense of humor.

      “I look forward to getting to know it better. Speaking of Gaviel, I hear I have you to thank for bringing him back in one piece?”

      “I helped where I could,” Darren replied.

      “And for that, I am grateful. Let me see the new recruits, and we’ll talk more, yes? With your strength, you deserve to meet the rest of my inner circle here.”

      Darren stood to one side as Horon welcomed the new recruits. They looked up at him with beaming eyes full of adoration. Horon was good at inspiring people with his words alone. Darren had always needed to rely on his deeds for that.

      The new recruits cast brightened eyes toward both Darren and Horon as they departed, leaving the grim camp a little brighter for their presence. As soon as they were gone, Horon wrapped an arm around Darren’s shoulders as though they were long-lost brothers and guided him back to a small cabin they were using as his personal command station.

      “I heard most of the story from Gaviel. But I want to hear from you as well. Did you truly resurrect the dead?” Horon asked, wonder in his voice.

      “It’s a skill,” Darren explained.

      Horon chuckled. “I bet it is! Legendary-ranked, probably, yes? No, don’t tell me. Forgive my rudeness. I shouldn’t pry into an ability that is no doubt one of your most coveted powers. I will tell the others to keep the truth of what you did hushed up for only those who need to know.”

      “It’s fine. Lots of people know.” Darren’s entire army knew of his power to resurrect the dead. And by now, most of the lower layers of the Heavens probably did as well.

      Horon’s smile started slipping from his face when he closed the cabin door behind them. The strength left his shoulders the moment he was behind closed doors, and he sagged in place. He reached for a chair, slipped into it, withdrew his three sets of wings, and winced.

      “Apologies for sitting. Pull up a chair yourself. I made the mistake of crossing blades with Kalaziel again and am still recovering. I’m putting up a strong face for the men, but whatever he hit me with is quite painful.” Horon winced as he adjusted himself in his chair, trying and failing to find a comfortable position.

      Darren had noticed Horon’s wounds when he first appeared, but only now that Horon was no longer attempting to hide them did he see their full extent. Kalaziel had done more than cut him up when they last fought.

      “Can I see?” Darren asked.

      Horon raised an eyebrow. “Think you can resurrect me healthy and whole if I kick the bucket?”

      “Maybe. But I could also fix you without you dying.”

      At the offer of healing, Horon eagerly shrugged off his armor. The bandages fell aside to reveal an unnatural blue hue spreading across Horon’s body. The strange color was deepest near a few tiny nicks, probably left by Kalaziel’s favorite Diamondrazor Mace.

      Darren sensed a powerful Demonic Aura emanating from the wounds. In a way, the poison acted much like his own purification ability. Except instead of converting Demonic-aspect things into Divine-aspect things, this did the opposite. It was slowly trying to transform Horon from a Prime Saint into a Prime Sin.

      “Demonic poison,” Darren muttered.

      “You know what it is?” Horon asked, voice hopeful. “If you can identify it, we could find a cure.”

      Absolute Analysis quickly told Darren the name of the poison. “Blightgod Venom,” Darren read aloud. “It isn’t from the Sacred Seas.”

      Horon grimaced. “That makes things a lot harder, then. The outside world is a large place with many dangers. Who knows where this Blightgod Venom came from.”

      “Whether here or from afar, Demonic Aura is Demonic Aura. I will purify it.” Darren laid his hands on Horon and activated one of his other legendary abilities, Order from Chaos.

      The poison fought against his power at first. Its essence was corruption and devouring all that was Divine in origin. A lesser purification ability would have only aggravated Horon’s wounds by fueling the venom more.

      But Darren wielded a legendary purification ability, which was probably the strongest in all of the Sacred Seas. The poison was outmatched, and Darren wrestled with it bit by bit.

      It fought in his grasp, struggling to cling to Horon’s wounds. But Darren was relentless. He wouldn’t stop until he was victorious. There seemed to be a bit of sentience in the poison. Realizing it was outmatched, the poison began to flee into the rest of Horon’s body. It wanted to hide from his grasp to burrow deep and lurk in wait to flare up another day.

      But Darren would not be evaded so easily. He expanded the scope of his purification power until it enveloped Horon’s entire body and the area around them. No demonic presence would be safe in his presence. Soon, every last vestige of the poison had been scoured from Horon’s body.

      Horon began healing as soon as the poison was gone. With the power of a Prime Saint, his wounds were hardly visible when Darren passed him a vial of Fountain of Youth water.

      “This is good stuff. What is it?” Horon asked as he tipped down the full glass.

      “Water from my Fountain of Youth,” Darren explained.

      “Huh. And here I thought that was a human myth...” Horon chuckled. “You’re a mysterious man full of wonders, Darren. I wish I had a way to thank you properly. If I had any daughters, I’d want you to meet every one of them!”

      His smile faded a second later, though, and it was soon filled with the same unease he’d worn when he’d first sat down, though the wince of pain he’d had then was gone. “Now, to the reason I asked you here. I don’t like to talk about the real situation in front of the rest of the men, but things are grim out there. If we’d lost Gaviel... well... I don’t think the force could have taken his death and that of those who’d gone with him. I would have had to give up and lead my people as far from the Sacred Seas as I could get. We would have become refugees in some distant land. I was dreading the idea of even voicing the option.”

      “Now you don’t have to,” Darren replied.

      Horon grimaced. “Maybe not. But looking into that abyss made me regret not considering the option more fully earlier. If we can’t win, it’s best to flee while we still have the strength to make something for ourselves in the outside world. That would have been a lot harder without Gaviel and the other Fifth Orders. With that poison, I’d only be able to last a few decades to help my followers establish themselves.

      “Now that I’m cured, you’re here, and Gaviel and the other Fifth Orders have returned, we’re back to where we were when all this began. We could flee here and now and, with our combined strength, carve out a new Sacred Seas far from Kalaziel’s reach. We could call it a holy pilgrimage and get some mortals to come along and build a new civilization. It might be our best bet to preserve what we have. Let Kalaziel have his Heavenly Throne. We could build a new one somewhere else.”

      Horon turned to regard Darren as though pleading for a solution. Horon didn’t want to leave everything he had ever known behind, but he wasn’t seeing another option.

      But Darren had fought his way through similar thoughts before. In the end, he’d decided to stay and fight. And now, so would Horon.

      “You speak as though we cannot win.”

      Horon stared up at Darren. “How can we? We’re outnumbered and overpowered. He has the support of the other Prime Saints. Kalaziel has been building up to this for centuries. Who knew he was hiding so many souls from members of the Order of the Rod? Or that he was planning to sacrifice half the population of Whiteguard to empower them? Seven Hells, he even found a way to drain the essence of my Protectors and install his loyal subordinates in their former bodies...”

      Horon’s hands dug into his hair, choking back something halfway between a sob and a shout of fury.

      Darren laid a comforting hand on Horon’s shoulder. “You’re wrong, Horon.”

      Horon peeked up at Darren through the gap between his fingers. “Wrong?”

      “I didn’t come to the Heavens alone. Nor have I spent this time idle. The lower layers are no longer under Kalaziel’s control.”

      Horon’s eyebrows rose. “That was you? I chalked up the rumors of successful rebellions in the lower layers to my subordinates, trying to fabricate a hopeful narrative for us.”

      “It’s true. I was there. And they will join us here on the Fourth Layer soon enough. So many Protectors are with them.”

      Horon sat a little straighter, fingers drumming against the table before him. “We’re still outmatched. I fought Kalaziel before. You did too. I can’t hope to beat him.”

      “We have Ashe,” Darren reminded him. “That’s one more Prime Saint.”

      “And I am pleased to have her. But one more Prime Saint just isn’t enough to turn these tides. Especially when Ashe is not fighting at full power. Apologies, Ashe, but it’s the truth.”

      Ashe manifested from Melancholy a moment later, taking her humanoid form and crossing her arms. She wore a smug grin as she shot a look at Darren.

      “Maybe we don’t have a third Prime Saint. But how about a human Paragon?” Ashe asked.

      “A what?” Horon asked, brows furrowed in confusion.

      Darren smiled.
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      When Darren told Horon that he had reached the Sixth Order, Horon didn’t believe it. Even when he showed Horon his wings, Horon thought it had to be some sort of trick.

      “I’ve never heard of a Fifth-Order human in the Sacred Seas, but I’ve heard rumors from other lands. But the Sixth Order? Surely we would see dozens of Fifth-Order humans before one finally pushed the bounds of what is possible one level higher.” Horon crouched down and poked Darren’s wings with his finger as though checking to see if they were genuine.

      “I am at the Sixth Order,” Darren assured Horon.

      Horon stood. “Care to prove it?”

      Moments later, Darren and Horon stood in the center of a makeshift training grounds in their camp. Bystanders were gathering, wondering what was happening. The fighters drilling in the area stopped their practice when they saw their Prime Saint pick up a practice sword. What could he possibly learn here?

      “Come to teach another lesson, Prime Saint?” one man asked.

      Horon shook his head. “No, you gentlemen are in for a little show. Have you ever seen a practice fight between two Prime Saints?”

      “Two Prime Saints?” The man turned to Darren, who unveiled his aura and all three sets of wings.

      “Paragon,” Darren corrected, though no doubt these seraphim would see him as a Prime Saint no matter what he said.

      Darren and Horon locked eyes as the two of them assumed fighting stances. Few among the gathered crowd had ever seen a battle between two beings of such immense power, and it felt like all of them were holding their breaths in anticipation.

      Horon made the first move. He launched a wave of nearly invisible projectiles at Darren with a wave of his hand.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      Tempest Fury (Epic)

      
        	Through force of will, this ability summons slicing blades of air and wind at short range when used over a small area. When less focused, it's used to create tornados and storms.

        	Heavenly Judgement (Epic)

        	This ability brings the might of the sky upon its target in the form of a bolt of lightning.

      

      

      Darren saw through Horon’s tactic immediately. He wanted Darren to focus on the wind blades coming for his face and not notice the bolt of lightning descending from above. But Darren had grown wise to such feints many years ago.

      He used Manifest Will to create a pillar in front of him that was sturdy enough to block the incoming wind blades but also tall enough to intercept the bolt of lightning. The pillar took shape as pure Divine Aura, but at his command, it shifted until it took the shine of platinum, a metal he read was used for lightning rods in Whiteguard. That was something he’d read in one of his old family books. He hadn’t expected the knowledge to be useful in battle, but here it was.

      Darren’s barrier shattered and crumpled beneath the dual assault, but when he dispelled it entirely, he stood completely unharmed.

      “Not bad.” Horon nodded appreciatively as he eyed Darren. “But I’ve yet to see proof that you’re as strong as a Prime Saint.”

      “Then you’ll have to hit me with more than that,” Darren replied. He flexed his three sets of wings, each shining silver and brimming with Divine Aura.

      Horon initiated another attack, this time using far more abilities than before.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      Indomitable Will (Epic)

      
        	Unyielding determination and focus in battle makes the wielder of this ability highly resistant to all negative status effects and attempts at mental manipulation.

      

      

      Soul of the Warrior (Epic)

      
        	Grants dramatically heightened reflexes and perception when in combat.

      

      

      Divine Momentum (Epic)

      
        	In combat, movement speed and attacks from this skill come with increasingly greater speed and strength at the cost of greater Divine Aura expenditure.

      

      

      With a nod of acknowledgment, Horon charged at Darren. His sword gleamed in the sunlight as he closed the distance between them in the blink of an eye. Darren responded instantly by pulling Melancholy from his Realmvault and meeting Horon’s sword stroke.

      Their swords clashed, and the two weapons rang in unison like a note from a bell. Horon’s mouth quirked up in a grin. “The shield was new, but you haven’t really shown me anything you didn’t show before.”

      “I was just letting you warm up,” Darren chuckled.

      Horon’s Divine Momentum skill went into full effect then, and he started moving faster and faster. He expended vast quantities of Divine Aura to do so, but as a Prime Saint, his power reserves were tremendous, and he could keep this up for far longer than someone of a lesser rank might. That one skill alone was probably a large part of why Horon held the status he did within the Seven Heavens.

      The next exchange of blows happened so fast that they were beyond the comprehension of their onlookers. Only the Fifth Orders had any hope of even following the fight. The others could perceive nothing more than two frantic blurs.

      Darren realized he had enough of Horon’s Divine Momentum skill. As the Prime Saint grew faster and faster, he was getting troublesome, even for someone with Darren’s reflexes. He’d been relying on Manifest Will to generate obstacles for Horon and force him to keep his distance, but Darren had a much more reliable way of shutting down Horon’s speed.

      “Nullification.” Darren closed his fist as he spoke.

      All of Horon’s active skills collapsed instantly as his Divine Aura was wiped away. His eyes filled with panic, and for a heartbeat, the Prime Saint was more vulnerable than he’d been in a long time.

      Darren held back and let him recover rather than capitalize on the advantage like he might in a real fight. After all, he had to test all of his new skills, and Horon had volunteered to help him.

      Darren relied on Agile Movement, Mental Fortitude, Rapid Regeneration, Divine Regeneration, and Weapon Proficiency. Though they were only epic skills, all of them were completely passive. So using them was more a matter of actively getting comfortable fighting with them than learning to use their abilities. And a fight of this level was the closest he’d have to prepare to fight against Kalaziel with them.

      “I’m not out of tricks yet!” Horon shouted, activating another series of abilities, new and unaffected by the effects of Nullification.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      

      Guardian’s Resolve (Rare)

      
        	When activated, this ability shields the user and all their allies, absorbing the next incoming attack.

      

      

      Divine Reprisal (Epic)

      
        	When an attack against the user or an ally is intercepted or blocked, that same ability can be returned upon its attacker.

      

      

      Fleetfoot (Rare)

      
        	Grants temporary passive increase to movement speed.

      

      

      Celestial Maelstrom (Mythic)

      
        	Transforms the wings of the wielder into storm-aspected weapons of destruction, summoning light     ing, thunder, and blinding white mist      and enhancing all the user’s physical abilities so long as the storm remains.

      

      

      Darren countered with his own set of abilities. Oracle Sight, Adamantine, and Fetters of Fate all went into play. Horon’s shield intercepted a sword slash from Darren. It reflected it right back at him, but Adamantine’s ability to evade all homing abilities meant the attack missed anyway.

      “What in the Seven Hells?” Horon cursed as Fetters of Fate wrapped around his ankles. Darren and Horon locked eyes, and the battle intensified. But all the while, Fetters of Fate crawled higher and higher up Horon’s ankle. Soon it was creeping along his waist.

      While Horon could probably tear himself free of the chains, he couldn’t do so while fighting Darren. So this battle would end when those chains wrapped around him completely.

      But Darren realized he didn’t want to win. Defeating Horon outright in front of his followers could damage the Prime Saint’s reputation and undermine his authority. So, for a rare change of pace, Darren planned to lose.

      He pressed the attack, letting Horon’s Celestial Maelstrom ability rage around them all the harder. The air crackled with electricity, and the blinding white storm of Divine Aura intensified. Horon’s wings became deadly instruments of destruction that lashed out in all directions.

      For anyone else, it would have been impossible to weave through the unpredictable, chaotic mass of swirling blades, but Darren had his Oracle Sight to rely on. He knew where every attack was going to land, even before Horon did.

      Then Darren dove through the Celestial Maelstrom, sword raised. Melancholy’s edge cut right through his own Fetters of Fate, cleaving the chain that held Horon in place. He let a few minor blows rain down on him, scoring bloody slashes across his body.

      “I’ve had enough,” Darren said.

      Horon nodded, panting in exhaustion. He canceled his abilities and let himself fall to the ground. He caught himself on one knee and heaved himself to his feet.

      “Who won?” someone from the crowd asked.

      “Horon did,” Darren said.

      But Horon answered at the same time. “Darren did.”

      The two Sixth-Order warriors shot each other a glance and chuckled. Soon they shook hands, and the gathered crowd clapped in excitement.

      “I can say for certain now, Darren here is most certainly on the level of a Prime Saint!” Horon held Darren’s hand up victoriously.

      Many people cheered, but a few others pointed at the red scratches on Darren’s body and whispered to one another. They’d seen Darren’s blood was red, not gold. But that was fine. Darren wasn’t trying to hide his humanity. These seraphim would have to get used to fighting next to humans eventually.
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        * * *

      

      Darren and Horon returned to his cabin to plan for the coming battle. Once they were alone, Horon congratulated Darren on the true results of the duel.

      “I saw what you did there. Normally, it would irk my pride to be handed a win, but I understand why you did. Let this be a growing tally on the list of favors I owe you.” Horon shared a warm smile. “Your power has surpassed even my own. Considering how powerful you were at the Fifth Order, I suppose that’s to be expected. Seven Hells, you killed Synthia, then. She wasn’t too strong, but she was still a Prime Saint. But do you truly think you are a match for Kalaziel?”

      Darren thought, giving that question the weight and consideration it deserved.

      “I do.”

      Horon let out a long-held breath. “Then you’re our greatest hope. Heavens knew I was no match for him. The question is, how are we going to lure Kalaziel out for a fight on our terms? Right now, he’s huddled in the higher      heavens, securing control over the Heavenly Throne.”

      Darren explained what he’d been doing as of late. He had a Genius Loci of his own and had been contesting Kalaziel’s claim over the lands of the Heavens. Ashe appeared while he spoke, all so she could sit on Darren’s shoulder and stare down at Horon with a smug look.

      “You really weren’t pulling my leg?” Horon asked.

      “Of course not!” Ashe answered on Darren’s behalf. “And here I thought Darren had knocked some sense into you with that last fight...”

      Darren patted her thigh. “My forces exist, and they will meet us here soon.”

      “If we can rally with these forces of yours, my Protectors can guide them to the sources of densest resistance here on the Fourth Layer. If you can do exactly what you have been doing on the lower layers, we can drive Kalaziel’s forces into the city on the Fifth Layer and perhaps even beyond...”

      “What lies beyond the Fifth Layer?” Darren asked. He’d only been to the Fifth Layer once with Gaviel, but that was as high as he’d gone.

      “The Fifth Layer is as high as most seraphim ever go. Truthfully, it’s the highest layer that is actually habitable. The Lord of Light was the only person who ever frequented the Sixth Layer. It houses the Heavenly Throne and all the administrative centers of the Heavens. It also houses the Prime Ophanim. Those ophanim collectives would be powerful enough to be Prime Saints, were they seraphim. They administer the entire ophanim network. Their efforts allow the Heavens to recreate our ancient ancestors’ lost technologies, despite not knowing how they truly work.” Horon ran his hand across his chin and shrugged. “As for the Seventh Layer? The Lord of Light supposedly absorbed it into his body long ago while reaching the Seventh Order. I never had the chance to go when it was still around, but rumor says Kalaziel went once upon a time.”

      Darren, Horon, and Ashe spent two hours preparing for the next stage in their joint operations. Outside the cabin, they could hear the carousing and merriment leaking through the door. Horon’s Protectors were in a far better mood than when Darren arrived. His arrival renewed their flagging hope and showed them they stood a chance.

      They would have continued like that longer if not for an urgent knock on the door.

      “Come in!” Horon called.

      The door swung open a moment later, revealing Captain Gaviel in his battered armor. He’d cleaned himself up from his last fight and looked much better.

      “Prime Saint Horon! Oh, and Prime Saint Darren.” Gaviel nodded in their direction.

      Ashe cleared her throat off to one side.

      “And Prime Saint Ashe! Forgive me for the interruption, but the news just came in. The Order of the Rod is taking action again. They’re raiding one of our smaller supply stations as we speak. I fear some villagers are getting caught in the middle.”

      Horon stood up straighter. “Grab your things. Let’s go.”

      “You’re coming in person?” Gaviel’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

      Horon grinned. “Now that my wounds are healed, I have no excuse for sitting on my rear while others fight our battles.”

      Darren, naturally, wouldn’t be left behind, either. Soon he, Horon, Gaviel, and a dozen others were all on their way. Darren recognized most of the people with them. They were all at the Fifth Order, and he had resurrected all but two of them when Darren met Gaviel again.

      Sneaking out of the residential neighborhood they were hiding in took the longest. Once they were clear of it, they all flew straight for the village that needed help. It was on the outskirts of the Fourth Layer. It was rural by local standards, though back in the mortal world, it would probably just have been considered an extension of the settlement they were staying in.

      “There’s a battle up ahead!” Gaviel said, pointing into the distance. “Looks like the villagers are fighting back!”

      Horon squinted into the distance. “Do my eyes deceive me, or is the Order of the Rod in retreat? I don’t think that village had anyone capable of putting up a real fight beside the guards we stationed there. And who is that giant warrior woman standing in the center?”

      Darren smiled. He recognized the banner before Gaviel or Horon even saw it. And he was especially quick to recognize the giant golden-haired woman holding the line. That was Sasha, and she was using her Might of a Giant skill.

      “They’re friends,” Darren replied. “Come.”

      He rushed forward. Horon and Gaviel followed close behind.

      By the time Horon and his forces arrived, the battle had reached its apex. Sasha and Morgana were up against three Fifth-Order members of the Order of the Rod. The two women were holding their own despite being outnumbered, mostly thanks to the work of the Order of the Rose supporting them. Priestess Blossom and the other priestesses kept every member of their side fully healed while sparing a little aid for Sasha and Morgana to bolster their damage and endurance the moment they started running dry.

      The Order of the Rod was much more top-heavy, relying exclusively on the sheer physical might of paladins to crush all in their path. Though they had other orders under their control, their bias for paladins showed in their ranks even now among these people who’d abandoned their human bodies in pursuit of power.

      Though their troop composition had given them the advantage at the start of the battle, now that the fight was wearing on, their lack of healers and support units were showing its disadvantages.

      Not that they would have survived much longer anyway. The moment Darren arrived, the battle was won, to say nothing of Horon, Gaviel, and all the Fifth-Order Protectors they’d brought along.

      Darren cast Fetters of Fate on both enemies. Morgana used the opportunity to stab one with a deadly poisoned dagger. Sasha bashed the other in the helm with her shield and would have followed it up with a strike from the hammer she was wielding in her other hand if Darren hadn’t cleaved the man in two with his landing.

      “Sasha, you’re early,” Darren said, smiling back at her.

      “We couldn’t just sit by while you stormed the heavens alone!” Sasha grinned, her face flushed with the excitement of the battle. “We trained hard for this. Don’t think you can leave us behind again!”

      “Darren! Ha, you thought you could ditch us!” Morgana appeared from the shadows at Darren’s side.

      “Never.” Darren stroked the back of Morgana’s head.

      “Hmm... it sure looks like you ditched us to hang out with your seraph friends...” Morgana nodded in Horon’s direction. When he appeared, the remaining members of the Order of the Rod knew they had no chance at victory and threw down their arms.

      Darren chuckled. “Come along. I suppose I have some introductions to make.”
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      The way Morgana and Sasha clung to Darren’s sides, it felt like he’d been away for months instead of days. The two of them were completely inseparable from him.

      But Darren had many responsibilities, and as much as they all would have liked to, they couldn’t slip away for some personal time at a moment like this.

      “We had just come up to the Fourth Layer when we saw the smoke. We knew it was the work of the Order of the Rod right away and had to intervene,” Sasha explained. “The battle was a little tougher than we thought, mostly because we’re used to you running rampant over the Order of the Rod’s forces and softening them up before we arrive.”

      “You should have waited for me this time, too,” Darren said.

      “How can the men stand idle while you are fighting? And how could we let our man sneak off for another adventure without us?” Sasha poked Darren in the side.

      Darren pulled her tight. He understood the sentiment.

      Prime Saint Horon and his forces did most of the clean-up this time. They accepted the surrender of most of the Order of the Rod fighters. Darren and his forces didn’t have the facilities to imprison them, nor the skill to lock away fighters as powerful as the ones they’d just faced, so the humans left the seraphim to imprison their own.

      Once the work wound down, though, Horon and Gaviel were interested in meeting the newcomers. Gaviel had a heartfelt reunion with Natashiel and Kilean, as this was the first time he’d seen his subordinates from Calabor since getting separated. The former Protectors Darren had picked up along the way seemed overjoyed to see Prime Saint Horon alive and well, for he was the founder of their organization.

      Those Protectors crowded around Horon and seemed ready to throw a party in his honor. Horon himself was beaming at the sight of so many Protectors he’d thought lost, ready to join his cause, as they more than doubled the forces he had access to in opposing Kalaziel.

      But Sasha had brought more than just the former Protectors. There were a lot of fresh recruits from the lower layers among the seraphim, as well as the true backbone of Darren’s forces, the humans he’d trained over the past year. While most were only at the Third Order, with a few in the Fourth, they were by far the most numerous of all the groups present.

      Moreover, the fact that they were humans was clearly displayed. The seraphim who’d been traveling with Sasha and Morgana certainly knew. Those who didn’t from Horon’s forces could see it for themselves with nothing but a glance as the humans patched up their wounded as they dripped red mortal blood.

      “So it would seem the mortal world has come in aid of the Heavens...” Horon shook his head as he chuckled sheepishly. He wore an embarrassed look as his eyes flickered over Sasha and Morgana. “I can’t believe the humans came to help us.”

      Sasha lifted her chin. “We’re more than capable. We made it this far into the heavens, after all.’

      Horon held up a placating hand. “That you did. I don’t mean to doubt your capabilities. I just lament that it’s come to this. We seraphim of the Heavens are supposed to defend you mortals, not the other way around. It feels a bit like you might feel if an army of toddlers came charging to your rescue.”

      “Toddlers?” Morgana glared.

      Horon shrugged. “It is how many of the seraphim will feel. Most in the Heavens consider humans to be nothing more than baby seraphim, and only after their death and passage into the Heavens do they grow up.”

      Darren frowned. “My people will win their respect.”

      “Well, you certainly have. After our duel, no one can deny your capabilities.” Horon chuckled. “But it might take some time for the rest of my people to overcome their pride and accept the aid of your people.”

      “Kalaziel grows stronger by the day. They must accept our help sooner rather than later,” Darren replied.

      Horon ran his hand through his hair. “You’re right. You and your companions are cordially invited to our pocket realm to rest, recover, and plan our next move. It’s clear that you have had far more success defeating the Order of the Rod’s minions than we’ve had as of late. Any seraph who has a problem fighting alongside humans will just have to learn to live with it! Perhaps a few hours in each other’s company will build the trust we need.”
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      This time, there was no hiding their return to Horon’s secret base. The Third-Order humans didn’t even have wings, so they couldn’t fly to it. But with the rate things were moving, Horon had decided that the time for hiding was at an end, anyway. When the rest of Darren’s forces arrived, they would go completely on the offensive and rout the Order of the Rod from the entire Fourth Layer, leaving Kalaziel and whatever forces of his remained bottled up in the highest regions of the heavens.

      The sun of Horon’s pocket realm dipped below the horizon and painted the sky with hues of orange and pink. Darren’s men pitched tents in Horon’s pocket realm and broke out the casks of ale to celebrate another battle well fought. Of all things, they hadn’t thought drinking would be the thing to cause strife between humans and seraphim.

      “Aren’t you a little young to be drinking not just one, but three mugs of ale?” a seraph asked a rugged-looking archpaladin. She was a Fourth-Order priestess from Horon’s Protectors, and she stood with her hands on her hips.

      The archpaladin scowled back at her. “Lady, I’m a sixty-three-year-old man. I didn’t march through the Seven Hells and back again, slaying demons all the while, to not have a tall mug of ale or three in celebration afterward.”

      “Sixty-three! Why, I didn’t drink any alcohol at all until I was well into my second century! You need to take care of your body and soul so that you can grow up to be a big, strong seraph someday!” The woman crossed her arms, glaring at the flabbergasted archpaladin looming over her.

      That wasn’t the only such scene Darren witnessed. The seraphim on Horon’s side was oddly awkward and protective of their human comrades. It was a peculiar sight, and Darren didn’t know how to address it. Until now, he’d spent most of his time catching up with Sasha and Morgana and hoping Horon would fix it. But the Prime Saint of Honor seemed just as helpless as Darren to quell the dissent in the ranks.

      “These seraphim are super judgy.” Morgana pouted as she leaned against Darren’s chest. “I can see them watching us. One even told me I was too young to engage in sexual relations! Can you believe that?”

      Darren let out a low chuckle.

      Sasha snorted. “They’re a lot better than the seraphim in the Order of the Rod we’ve been meeting, though. I’d take judgemental over murderous any day of the week.”

      “Still, it is a problem. One we must solve.” Darren thought on the issue a bit, but his instincts failed him here. He was good at cleaving through his problems, but issues of a less physical nature were challenging in a way that he had difficulty dealing with.

      Nobody had come up with a solution for him, though, which meant he’d have to come up with something himself. Darren pondered the question a little longer, but when it became apparent that he would not think of anything, he turned to the advice of other minds. Unfortunately, neither Cassandra nor Thalia was there. He would have asked one of them to fix the problem if either had been present. Ashe, Morgana, and Sasha were all as clueless as he was.

      He had one companion who had an opinion on everything, though. So he opened his Realmvault and pulled out his Genius Loci, hand-crafted for him by Laura.

      He placed it on his head and immediately heard the voice of the Dungeon Queen in his head.

      “Ah, come to consult with the wise mistress of traps and tales of derring-do at last?” the Dungeon Queen asked.

      “You see what is happening?” Darren asked.

      “How could I not?” The Dungeon Queen sighed wistfully. “It’s a classic tale of cultures clashing. Exciting, and yet full of strife at the same time. I’ve played through this exact scenario a thousand times!”

      Darren perked up at that. “Tell me more.”

      As the Dungeon Queen explained what she knew, Darren finally started to form a plan.
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      Darren started gathering firewood. With the warm weather of the pocket realm and the increased resistance to temperature that everyone at or above the Third Order enjoyed, it was hardly necessary, so few had lit any. But the Dungeon Queen insisted setting up a campfire was crucial to establishing the right atmosphere.

      With a few slices of his sword, he cut logs into sticks. He stacked them into a neat pile, cheating only a little by summoning some extra kindling by conjuring it into existence within his Realmvault.

      Eventually, the small pile of kindling lit, and Darren found something in his Inventory worth cooking. He wasn’t sure if it was a plant or part of a demon, but according to Absolute Analysis, it was full of Divine Aura and would smell very nice cooking over his campfire.

      Morgana and Sasha found a log to sit on and lay down on either side of him, taking turns winding the crude spit he’d crafted in a hurry.

      A few people wandered over, enticed by the smell of what Darren and his companions were cooking.

      “Tell me what I missed,” Darren asked his companions. They’d already told him much of it, but now Sasha and Morgana went into greater detail about the battles for the Second and Third Layers. There had been a few pockets of resistance hidden in the far corners of each that Darren had missed and still harbored fighters from the Order of the Rod. Sasha and Morgana had been responsible for caring for most of them. However, Asuriel certainly didn’t shy away from her share of the work either. She, Cassandra, Thalia, and Callum were still on the Third Layer finishing up their work there and would join them on the Fourth Layer as soon as they were confident the last of the Order of the Rod had been rooted out.

      The stories drew some attention from Horon’s followers. Sasha and Morgana had tales of many victories won against the Order of the Rod. Considering how much harder-fought each victory came to the Protectors fighting under Horon, news of victories was something rare and worth celebrating.

      Each time a seraph arrived, Darren would entice them to sit by the fire in an empty warm spot and join them. Before the seraph he’d lured in even knew it, they were sitting on a log with a hot mug of tea in one hand and taking turns turning the thing on the spit over the fire.

      “That sounds quite dangerous. So you two really took on a pair of those Fifth-Order members of the Order of the Rod on your own?” a seraph asked, wings fluttering behind her.

      “Sure did!” Morgana grinned. “Stabbed one right through the eye. I would say he never even saw me coming, but...” Morgana giggled to herself.

      “We’ve done our share of fighting. We’ve been battling the Order of the Rod for some time back in the Sacred Seas. You could say we followed them here,” Sasha added, taking a sip from her own mug.

      “That’s something I meant to ask about,” a familiar voice said from Darren’s shoulder. He turned to see Captain Gaviel looming there. Darren patted the log next to him, and the captain took a seat. “Where did these Order of the Rod guys come from? How did Kalaziel amass an army equivalent to all the Protectors in the Heavens so quickly? I know the Order of the Rod was his organization as a mortal long, long ago. But how did he transform that into a real fighting force?”

      Darren wore a grim frown. “I wondered that too. You won’t like the answer.”

      Darren explained what he’d seen back when he fought the Clockwork Construct. The Order of the Rod had performed a demonic ritual to sacrifice their human bodies, steal the souls collected from living seraphim, and reforge themselves into something one order stronger than they otherwise should have been. What had once been merely a fairly strong mortal organization instead became a force mighty enough to shake the very foundations of the Heavens.

      By the time Darren finished his tale, Gaviel’s expression had taken several turns for the worse. He had shattered the mug in his hand beneath his clenched fist, spilling hot tea all over himself. He didn’t even notice the pain.

      “To think demonic sacrifices were happening right here in the Heavens under our noses!” Gaviel growled. “I can’t believe we missed it.”

      “Those poor little humans... tricked into cutting their mortal lives short for power...” A seraph shook her head sadly.

      Morgana shook her head. “I wouldn’t feel too bad for the Order of the Rod. They chose their fate. I do feel a bit bad for all the people of Whiteguard though. Kalaziel’s goons took over the Golden Temple long ago, starting with their nation. And they twisted their dogma specifically to prepare people to sacrifice themselves for this day. If it wasn’t for Darren, they probably would have spread the same message to the temple branches across the Sacred Seas.”

      “A shame. The Golden Temple was a truly noble organization of charity and defending humanity back when I was alive,” the seraph who’d spoken earlier sighed as she ran her hand through her hair.

      Gaviel murmured in agreement. “Perhaps we’ll rebuild it one day.”

      Morgana grinned. “Well, if you don’t, I will. Can you imagine me as a holy prophet? You might as well write down your holy scriptures for me now for when we return to the Sacred Seas. Don’t worry. I’m very trustworthy.”

      Darren shushed Morgana before someone actually took her up on that offer. But he was pleased with where the conversation was going. So, bit by bit, he nudged things in the direction the Dungeon Queen suggested he lead them in.

      Seraph or mortal, a human spirit ran through everyone present. They were comrades in arms fighting against injustice and Kalaziel’s ruthless grab for power. They had more in common than they had apart, and he just needed to open a line of dialogue to show everyone that.

      Each story they spoke highlighted the commonalities between humans and seraphim, and one by one, speakers shared tales of courage, love, and sacrifice. Their triumphs and tribulations were more similar than either group knew.

      The group sitting around Darren’s fire grew as the night wore on. They found more logs, boiled more tea, and cooked more mystery food from Darren’s Realmvault. Finally, everyone got a piece of something, and everyone said their piece.

      “You know, I never knew seraphim actually had a sense of humor,” the archpaladin from earlier said, hefting a mug of ale. “I thought you all were just stuffy old dead spirits out to command us not to have fun.”

      “And I always thought humans were such hapless children. I know I was. But perhaps not all are as foolish as I once was.” The seraph who’d been arguing with him about drinking ale gave him a warm and understanding smile.

      Darren nodded to all his comrades in arms, human and seraph both. He raised his cup.

      “We’ve sat together. Talked together. Tomorrow, we will fight together.”

      “Hear hear!” Cheers went up all around.
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      With Darren and Horon’s forces united, the remaining members of the Order of the Rod on the Fourth Layer were no match for them. Horon’s people had long since scouted out the location of their strongholds, but now that Horon himself was healed and Darren was present, they had the power to overwhelm each one of them.

      As they moved from stronghold to stronghold, their victories were swift and decisive. The Order of the Rod members, realizing they were up against a far greater force than the one they’d been routing just days previously, began to scatter and retreat.

      They had taken the largest settlements when Darren’s second group emerged, with Asuriel in the lead. Behind her were Callum, Cassandra, Thalia, and Darren’s other human warriors and recruits from the seraphim.

      “Fear not! We have arrived to save the day!” Asuriel said with her fist thrust in the air. “Did we beat Sasha’s group? I bet we totally beat Sasha’s group.”

      “Sasha arrived yesterday,” Darren said. “We’re cleaning up now.”

      Asuriel sagged, but she and her troops proved capable cleanup crew for restoring order to the area after a rough battle with the Order of the Rod.

      Callum took it in good grace. “I don’t mind running cleanup. There’s something satisfying about putting broken cities to the right, like a smith repairing a broken clock. It’s always nice to leave a place in a better state than you found it in.”

      Darren and Horon’s forces worked seamlessly together, demonstrating a unity of purpose that should have been impossible for people of such diverse backgrounds.

      With the Fourth Layer of the Heavens secured, Darren and his allies regrouped and prepared for the next phase of their mission: The Fifth Layer, where they knew they would encounter Kalaziel directly. Tensions were high, and everyone knew the stakes would only get higher from here.

      Before embarking on their perilous ascent, Darren, Horon, Captain Gaviel, Sasha, Morgana, Ashe, Cassandra, Callum, and Thalia all grouped together for a final strategy meeting.

      “So, the Fifth Layer of the Heavens is supposed to be one big city?” Callum asked.

      “Most of it,” Gaviel answered. “It is the Seven Heavens’ largest city and where most of our wealthiest and most influential reside. The Divine Aura is rich there, and a seraph can ascend in Orders far faster than on the lower layers simply by living there a while. Our most powerful and best-connected live there as often as possible. I don’t know how it will affect you mortals, but perhaps it will also improve your powers.”

      “So, we need to come up with a plan.” Prime Saint Horon pointed at a well-drawn map of the city, viewed from overhead. “Kalaziel will have stationed his strongest subordinates in the city. There are more Fifth Orders here than anywhere else in the Heavens, so he’d have no hope of maintaining any control without at least a dozen such individuals. Not to mention the other Prime Saints. I know my brothers and sisters. While they may suck up to Kalaziel, they certainly won’t do so to some Fifth-Order subordinate who was merely a human a few weeks ago.”

      “What if he’s won over the other Prime Saints?” Darren asked. Synthia was the only one who’d fought for him before, but Darren had killed her.

      Horon grimaced at the thought. “If other Prime Saints have joined his banner, then taking the Fifth Layer will be complicated. Only Darren and I have the power to oppose a Prime Saint directly. Everyone we fight with will take us out of the picture. If we’re not present, the Order of the Rod will likely have a decisive advantage in the number of Fifth-Order warriors they can bring to bear.”

      “We’ll just have to hold the line until you’re finished.” Sasha slammed a clenched fist against her chest and smiled confidently with Darren and the other Fifth Orders.

      But Darren voiced the one problem with their plan. “And what of Kalaziel himself?”

      Horon went silent. “He hasn’t shown himself yet. Hopefully, bonding the Heavenly Throne is proving harder than he thought, thanks to your efforts with your           genius loci to snatch the Sacred Seas and the Heavens from him. If we’re fortunate, he won’t realize we’ve taken the Fifth Layer until it’s too late to stop us.”

      Somehow, Darren doubted they would be so lucky. But it would be a welcome time if they were. It meant he could handle facing Kalaziel on his own. That, more than anything, would be the most dangerous part of this quest.

      Matters soon turned from discussing possible threats to figuring out how to orchestrate the assault. They eventually settled on a two-part strike force, one to draw the attention of all the members of the Order of the Rod and a second to flank and strike from behind. Then, if they were lucky, they could wipe the Order of the Rod’s presence from the city in one fell swoop.

      “My Protectors and I will head the diversion. It will be long and bloody, but we can manage,” Horon said. “Darren, you and your human forces can sneak around and perform the flank. We’ll be counting on you to strike swiftly because, without your reinforcements, we might be outmatched.”

      Sasha frowned and shook her head. “We should lead the diversion. We have more healers, and most of our forces are full of Third-Order humans who can’t fly. So we’d be slow to flank but harder to assault.”

      Horon shook his head. “It’s the more dangerous role. Whoever is fighting the diversion will lose some people. I can’t ask you to make that kind of sacrifice. Restoring order to the Heavens is our responsibility.”

      Sasha looked doubtful and seemed about to protest.

      Darren had another idea. “If it is dangerous, I will do it myself. Then everyone else can flank.”

      “Wait? You mean storming the gates on your own?” Horon looked at Darren askance.

      “I have done it before. Many times.”

      Sasha smiled in remembrance. “It’s true. You should have seen the state he left the Seven Hells in. If anyone could reduce a city to ruins alone, it’s Darren.”

      “The danger will be even greater for you alone,” Horon warned.

      “I’m very hard to kill.”

      Sensing Darren’s stubborn look, Horon agreed. Both forces would flank the city from behind while Darren lured out every Order of the Rod member. Gaviel tried to talk him down too, but backed down when he saw Darren’s confidence.

      “You really have done this before?” Gaviel asked skeptically.

      “More times than I can count.”

      The Protector Captain clapped him on the shoulder. “Alright. We’ll be counting on you. Good luck.”

      Darren got similar well wishes from everyone else. Horon and Callum shook his hand.

      “Drinks are on me when this is all over!” Callum promised.

      “Seven Hells, for something like this, I’ll pop down into the mortal world and join you,” Horon promised with a chuckle.

      “Good luck, and come back safe.” Cassandra planted a kiss on Darren’s forehead. “From the baby and me.”

      Darren got a lot of good luck kisses, to the envy of the other men gathered.

      “That makes me feel better,” Gaviel chuckled. “If Prime Saint Horon stood in your place, I would worry he was intent on making some glorious final stand. But for you, I have no doubt that you are eager to get this war over and done with and return safely home.”

      Darren’s lips quirked into a smile. “Indeed.”
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      The two armies separated. Sasha, Callum, and the bulk of the human forces would travel through the tunnels beneath the city. Darren’s Third-Order fighters were completely wingless, and even among those who’d reached the Fourth Order, most had done so rather recently. As a result, they weren’t particularly comfortable fighting in the air and would be far more accustomed to traditional ground combat.

      Horon and his Protectors had no such issues, and they would be willing to attack from above. He and his men would wait in the air for when Darren had caught the attention of all the city’s defenders.

      That only left Darren himself with the greatest role of all to play.

      In the distance, the city loomed like a great citadel. Now that he opposed it, it seemed far more imposing when he’d simply flown over its outskirts. The city had no walls, but that didn’t make it any less imposing. Now that he was looking at it with the eye of an attacker, he noticed several tall towers distributed at regular intervals around the outskirts. The lines of those towers glowed with shimmering symbols, and from the look of them, they could power on at any moment and form a dome of energy that would be just as good as a wall. But it wasn’t active yet. Hopefully, by the time it was active, both Asuriel and Horon’s forces would already be inside.

      The towers cast ominous shadows over the ground as the faint symbols adorning their length glowed in the light. The gilded surfaces seemed a bit darker and more sinister than he remembered.

      Darren drew his swords. His eyes roamed the area. The last time he was here, he’d been confronted by a Gateguard immediately. That Gateguard ended up being an agent working under the authority of Commander Thorn, and ultimately under Kalaziel. Since then, Horon’s agents had dug and figured out that there were no real Gateguards left. They’d all been fired individually and replaced with members of the Order of the Rod. He found it rather similar to how the Order of the Rod had slowly replaced the royal guard in the Blackwind Empire with their own loyal subordinates. He would have to defeat them if they wanted control of the city.

      He approached the nearest Gateguard, not bothering to hide Melancholy in one hand or Inevitability in the other. He wore his Cloak of the Wandering God, his Shapeshifter’s Mantle, and his Hell-Sundering Striders. He was even wearing the mythic helmet he’d taken off Commander Thorn. He wore his      Genius Loci about his brow, and Ashe stood ready to assist him. This fight could turn into his final battle against Kalaziel, and he’d prepared accordingly.

      Eventually, he could wait no longer. Swords in hand, he charged the city.

      Darren wondered how close to the towers he’d get before the Gateguards sounded the alarm. In the Seven Hells, he often found himself inside the city before the guards realized what was happening.

      But the Gateguards here were on a hair trigger, looking for anything that might be amiss. Him charging their nearest tower with a wordless battle cry and two swords held high certainly qualified.

      “You there! Stop!” a Gateguard demanded.

      Darren didn’t stop. He jumped, covering a hundred paces of distance and half the height of the nearest tower. With one swing of his blade, he cleaved the tower in two. Its upper half slid to the side, falling to the earth with a mighty crash.

      “He’s taking out the city’s shields! Quick, stop him!” one of the Gateguards shouted, but Darren was already jumping to the next tower. The force of his leap shattered the tower he was standing on. It began falling, but Darren halted its descent with his One With the Universe skill, harvesting all its kinetic energy and using it to launch himself toward another nearby tower.

      He destroyed that tower just like the first and then used the same trick to launch himself to a third just as quickly. His strikes had come so quickly that the Gateguards barely even had time to react to the first one by the time he took out the third.

      The shield activated before he could destroy a fourth, though, and when he launched himself at the next tower, he bounced off and was sent tumbling to the ground.

      While still in mid-air, Darren saw the first wave of defenders taking flight and rushing toward him. Archers took aim and unleashed a flurry of arrows in his direction. Each tip glowed blue to Darren’s senses, letting off a brilliant hum of powerful Divine Aura, packing a payload of magic and destruction.

      Darren spotted a dozen Gateguards at the Fifth Order coming at him, but he’d faced such odds before. Curiously, those in the Fifth Order didn’t even bother donning the armor of the Gateguards. They wore their Order of the Rod armor openly.

      His Melancholy and Inevitability met with the first of his foes’ blades, shooting sparks as he cleaved through enchanted steel.

      Meanwhile, he activated Manifest Will and his aegis skill to create energy shields to deflect the incoming arrows. The assault peppered his defenses, but he kept reforming them without breaking his concentration.

      The Fifth-Order warriors of the Order of the Rod came at him with swords and skills, but he was more than a match for either, no matter their number.

      He could have fought to kill and slaughtered the city’s strongest defenders as quickly as they came. But doing so would require him to use the full span of his abilities and put most of them on cooldowns, leaving him vulnerable if Kalaziel showed himself.

      So instead, he held back, using only what he could spare and fighting back, mostly with overwhelming physical might.

      The earth quaked wherever he stepped. Buildings shattered, and the ground trembled. Each ferocious battle cry was enough to shatter glass, and each wave of his sword left furrows in the ground twice as tall as a man. The earth here on the Fifth Layer was flush with Divine Aura. It had aged for many years in this place, and the force required to cut such grooves in it would have shattered mountainsides and destroyed entire kingdoms down in the mortal world.

      The havoc he was wreaking was unmistakable. Any member of the Order of the Rod in the entire city had to have sensed his presence by now. Even fighting in the Seven Hells, he’d never made such a ruckus.

      “I come for the Order of the Rod!” Darren declared, voice teeming with barely concealed power. Divine Aura flowed through his veins in great rivers, and his entire being felt like it was under strain.

      “We know who you are, son of Ariel Heavengrace! Lord Kalaziel told us you might cause trouble,” one of the Fifth-Order seraphim sneered.

      “You’re no match for me. Throw down your weapons,” Darren demanded.

      Darren’s opponent sneered. “You think you can scare us off just because you’ve reached the Sixth Order? Think again. Lord Kalaziel left us with a few gifts just in case Prime Saint Horon found a way to cause trouble again. But it’ll work just as well on you.”

      The seraph from the Order of the Rod reached into the Bag of Holding on his hip. He withdrew a shiny, silvery egg from it, just like the ones Darren had collected. Just like the ones used to harvest the souls of unwilling seraphim here in the Heavens. Just like the one that had created the Clockwork Construct that had destroyed half a village when he fought it.

      Darren’s heart leaped in his stomach when he realized what the man was about to do. He rushed forward to stop what was about to happen.

      The seraph activated the egg, recklessly forcing Divine Aura to flow through his body. His flesh distorted beneath the effects, body rippling with unnatural power.

      His strength climbed to greater and greater heights with each passing second, and soon the being that faced Darren no longer wore the shape of a man.

      His human flesh sloughed off, like shedding so much skin. Beneath was a monstrosity of metal and gears, just like the one he’d fought before.

      Worse, he wasn’t the only one to consume the power of an egg. The other twelve members of the Order of the Rod standing before him each took out an identical object and began absorbing its power. Within moments, he wouldn’t be fighting twelve Fifth-Order members of the Order of the Rod but thirteen of those vicious and mindless Sixth-Order constructs.
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      Darren cut down the one he’d been speaking to, slicing the man’s head off with one swing of Melancholy. But whatever a Clockwork Construct was made of didn’t need a head. Last time he’d killed one by dropping an entire mountain-sized pile of earth on top of it.

      He knew he had to kill as many of these things as he could before the process was complete. Having them rampage blindly around the city would wipe out who knew how much of his and Horon’s armies, not to mention the innocent civilians who lived here.

      With narrowed eyes and more desperate speed and fury than he had before, he hacked the remains of the Clockwork Construct into a dozen more pieces. And then he hacked those pieces into yet more pieces.

      Once the physical structure was destroyed enough, he focused on the Divine Aura winding through it. Even now, this thing was trying to restore itself to a cohesive whole. But for the moment, it was vulnerable.

      He grabbed at the thin tendrils of Divine Aura running through it like fine string and tore them out, scattering them in all directions. Only then did the sputtering semblance of life within the thing before him die and fade away.

      Turning to the others, he repeated the feat with haste. A second fell, and then a third moments later. He fought faster, but the transformation took hold of all the remaining Fifth-Order members of the Order of the Rod, save one who still held the egg in his hand and hesitated as he saw the transformation of his fellows. His face was pale and his fingers trembled as he glanced between Darren and the egg in his hand.

      Darren cut through four, ignoring the one who had not transformed. Despite his efforts, seven Clockwork Constructs remained. The destruction such powerful, mindless beasts could wreak was too great to allow. He would have to resort to the full scope of his skills if he wanted to deal with them quickly.

      “Brothers! Sisters! What’s happening to you?” the remaining Fifth Order asked in horror as he regarded his comrades.

      The transformation was completed on the first of the Clockwork Constructs. Now unrecognizable, it bellowed an incoherent roar. It charged at Darren, and he activated Fetters of Fate and used Manifest Will to bind it in place.

      He wrestled with it as he tried to contain it long enough to deal a crippling blow with his sword, but the construct was immensely strong.

      “It’s no use,” Darren said to the remaining Order of the Rod member. “They are not in there anymore. They have destroyed their own souls.”

      “S-surely Lord Kalaziel would not have told us to use these eggs if they were so dangerous!” the lone survivor protested.

      Darren scoffed. “Kalaziel already had you sacrifice your bodies. You think he cares for your souls? Drop the egg.”

      The man’s trembling fingers let go of the shiny metallic sphere, and it clattered to the ground. He turned tail then and there to flee the city with all haste. Perhaps some of Kalaziel’s faithful could be saved after all.

      The Clockwork Constructs forced him to turn back to them a few moments later. The exposed gears ground against his sword every time he tried to thrust it into them. Now that he was fighting more than one such beast, he had to watch for those. It was like they were trying to grab his swords and tear them from his hands. Someone unfamiliar with fighting these things would have already been disarmed.

      A second construct lunged at Darren, eyes glowing with an unnatural golden light. He dodged a clumsy swing but, in doing so, lost focus on Manifest Will and Fetters of Fate, which was all that was holding the first Clockwork Construct at bay.

      Fighting two of these things simultaneously was tough, but fighting the remaining seven would be far rougher. He needed to lure them out of the city, where they could cause little harm. They were brutish, mindless things, so perhaps he could bait them where he chose.

      He didn’t even have to truly destroy them, as their unnatural strength would not last long. Soon the Fifth-Order soul within the Clockwork Construct would burn itself out. Whether it would simply fall back down to the Fifth Order or destroy itself entirely, he wasn’t certain of, but Absolute Analysis assured him the thing would be out of the fight if he could only buy an hour.

      A stroke of luck appeared when two Clockwork Constructs crashed into each other after passing through a space he’d been in moments before. Their gears caught and ground against one another, providing him just enough space to slip Melancholy between the heavy armor that otherwise covered their bodies.

      One quick slice cut through the monster’s vulnerable inner workings. The damage would heal rapidly, but Darren thrust his will and might into the monster’s body. Manifest Will turned into tiny grains of sand filling the monster’s delicate clockwork. The gears ground against one another, and as they did, he reached in with his will and tore free the delicate strings of Divine Aura within the monster.

      It slumped to the ground, out of the fight, at least for the moment. That left only six.

      He slipped to the left, dodging another hail of arrows flying in their direction. The Order of the Rod members stationed in the towers overhead were still peppering him with arrows, unaware that the monsters he was fighting now were just as dangerous to them as they were to him.

      But soon they had other issues to worry about. Shimmering seraph wings descended from the sky in tight formation. They were supposed to wait a little longer, but it seemed that Horon wasn’t the type to stand by while his comrades fought on.

      Gaviel and the others turned to deal with the Order of the Rod archers, but Horon went straight for those attacking Darren.

      He launched himself at one with Celestial Maelstrom and Divine Momentum both active. He wasn’t pulling any of his punches as he attacked.

      Darren wanted to give his surprise arrival every chance he could, so he glanced at Horon and pointed at one vulnerable construct in particular. Horon gave him the slightest nod and switched targets.

      Darren bound that construct up with Manifest Will and Fetters of Fate. A set of intelligent enemies would have rushed to the aid of their ally, but these Clockwork Constructs were little better than mindless beasts as they rushed Darren down exactly as planned. He lured them away from the one he’d trapped, and Horon struck like a hawk sweeping a mouse from an open field.

      He turned his downward dive into sudden forward momentum, then poured all that incredible speed and force into one mighty swing that took the head right off the Clockwork Construct.

      Darren touched down just behind it, hoping it would fall lifelessly to the ground, only for the head to reform from the pieces inside the construct’s body.

      Darren was about to shout an explanation, but a glint of recognition shone in Horon’s eyes. He must have seen monsters like this one before. He cut through the Divine Construct, bisecting it several more times. Then he released an unfocused blast of Divine Aura within what remained of its chest cavity to put the thing down for good.

      “These things are unstable!” Horon shouted. “If we lure and trap them outside the city, they will die alone!”

      That was exactly what Darren had already been planning, and he pointed in the direction he was trying to lure them.

      With the two of them working together, one could lure the Clockwork Constructs back while the other corralled in any that got other ideas. Soon, all five remaining chased Darren while Horon bashed those that turned away back into line. Back in the city, Darren could see Sasha and her troops emerging from the underground tunnels and decisively turning the battle through the streets in their favor.

      Trapping the constructs was a greater challenge. Fortunately, Horon knew of a deep canyon nearby.

      “If we lead them off the cliff, they won’t survive long enough to climb back up!” Horon shouted. “It’s very steep, and we used it to deal with creatures very similar to these!”

      Darren followed Horon to the cliff. It was far larger and deeper than he expected, with sides so sheer they buckled inward. It was like a natural oubliette carved into the earth. Had this pit existed in the mortal world, he would have thought it led straight to the Seven Hells.

      He expected another lengthy battle, but the Clockwork Constructs were dumb beasts, for all their power. Horon flew over the cliff face, and the five constructs chased him at full speed. But Horon had wings, and they did not, so when their feet met empty air, they plummeted into the pit and hit the ground below with a crunch. Three hurled themselves off the edge that way. Only two had skill enough to stop. But that was where Darren came in, rushing them from behind and giving both a good shove.

      Soon, all five were at the bottom of the cliff and would remain there until their power left them or the battle in the city was won.

      “Nicely done,” Horon panted. “The Lord of Light made that canyon back when we cleared out the Fifth Layer. Believe it or not, I’ve seen things like those constructs before. They used to be native to this area. I never thought I’d see them again, though. Now that the Divine Aura the humans emanate is properly harnessed, things like them shouldn’t be able to form.”

      “Kalaziel made an item for them. It transforms his subordinates into those things,” Darren explained.

      Horon’s eyebrows rose. “Dark deeds indeed.”

      They returned to the city as hastily as possible, for they didn’t want the battle to end without them. Sure enough, several new Sixth-Order presences had made themselves known the moment Horon and Darren were out of sight.

      All around them, the battle had ended. Their people stood shoulder to shoulder, ready to crush the last of Kalaziel’s loyalists in the city. Battered and wounded, the last of the Order of the Rod glared back at Morgana, in particular, with hatred in their eyes.

      The only thing standing between the two groups was two Prime Saints. One was a slightly built woman with red hair and sad eyes. Another was a man with a burning sword. The two of them held their hands to both sides, urging all fighters to lay down their arms.

      “There has been enough bloodshed here in the Fifth Layer,” the woman commanded. “Lay down your arms and make peace with one another.”

      Sasha scowled. “Would you make the same offer if Kalaziel’s men had us on the ropes?”

      A flush filled the woman’s cheeks. Sasha had struck a nerve.

      “That’s beside the point,” the male Prime Saint said. “We just don’t want you to cause undue destruction to the city. And I’ll enforce that with this sword, if I must.”

      Next to Darren, Horon’s face twisted into a furious scowl. He flapped his wings and soon stood before his two fellow Prime Saints.

      “Found your spines at last. Variel, Iliana, you’ve finally found something worth standing up for. Finding yet another way to kiss Kalaziel’s ass. Could he not bother to come here and save the last of his men?” Horon spat at the two Prime Saints.

      The woman’s face paled. “You don’t understand, Horon. You never would. The Heavens need a Lord of Light. Perhaps Kalaziel is not the perfect fit, but he’s our only choice. None of us could even begin to bond the Heavenly Throne. He’s halfway there.”

      The man with the burning sword pointed his blade at Horon. “You were always too much of a fool, Horon. We are seraphim, and order and stability are our highest virtues.”

      “Even if it comes at the cost of freedom and truth?” Horon growled.

      The man with the burning sword glared back at Horon. “Even so. Heed my final words of advice. Take your people and flee the Sacred Seas. Kalaziel will not follow if you leave.”

      But Horon was already shaking his head. “I will not forsake my home to the hands of a power-mad tyrant.”

      Darren moved to stand by Horon’s side. He didn’t know these people, but if they were siding with Kalaziel, there was only one way this could end.

      “You’ve betrayed what you should stand for.” Darren drew Melancholy. “Kalaziel should not be the Lord of Light. And he will not be if we have anything to say about it.”

      Prime Saint Iliana looked away momentarily, seemingly uncomfortable with her newfound allegiance. “You’re just too naïve, Horon. We’re merely adapting to the way things have to be. Kalaziel’s power is already greater than you can imagine.”

      Variel scoffed. “You think you can stand against him? Fools. If that were true, we would have joined you on the mountaintop in arresting him. But we didn’t because we knew it was already too late.”

      Darren and Horon exchanged one final glance. Eventually, Darren spoke.

      “You’ve lost your way, but we have not.”

      Horon nodded in agreement, eyes blazing with determination. “Throw down your weapons, Variel, Iliana. Surrender along with the remains of Kalaziel’s forces, and I promise no harm will come to you.”

      Variel shook his head. “If you want my sword, you’ll have to take it from me.”

      Stiffening, Iliana forced herself to stand straighter by his side. Her hands were filled with an ethereal white light.

      With Divine Aura surging through him, Darren engaged Variel and Iliana with Horon. All four took to the air, fighting above the city streets. On the ground, their forces once again clashed with those of the Order of the Rod.

      Darren took on Variel and his flaming sword while Horon engaged Iliana.

      “I sense a fire burning within you, human,” the Prime Saint said. “What gives you the power to stand among the Prime Saints?”

      Darren realized he was asking for his aspect, but Darren answered differently. “I protect what I care about and fight those that would harm them.”

      Variel snorted. “Guardianship is a weak aspect. No, I sense something far hotter and fiercer burning within your spirit. Something furious and brutal but brittle and easily broken. Careful. With an aspect like that, it could shatter anytime, leaving you with nothing.”

      Darren replied with a swing of his sword. Variel blocked it and followed it up with a sweeping beam of energy. His wings flashed with golden light, and his eyes glowed with Divine Aura as he empowered his body and sword. Fire fanned out in the air in all directions, and Darren felt those hot flames nipping at his heels.

      “Let’s see if your fire is greater than mine!” Variel shouted as he held his sword aloft. A pillar of fire manifested from its tip, which he turned and pointed at Darren.

      Darren raised Melancholy in a similar pose, and Divine Aura similarly flowed from its length. The two columns of energy shot forth and met in a frantic explosion that shook the air in all directions.

      As Darren and Variel fought, Horon and Iliana argued. Iliana dodged back and forth, throwing balls of bright white light behind her while Horon chased her from behind. Bit by bit, he was catching up to her as his Divine Momentum ability increased his speed. But she was staying just a step ahead of him for the moment.

      “Why are you doing this, Iliana?” Horon demanded. “Kalaziel will be the death of us all!”

      “You know as well as I do what threats lust for the power of the Sacred Seas! Without a Seventh Order to protect us, countless foreign gods would cast covetous eyes upon our Heavens and seek to claim them for themselves! Just think, Horon, and you will see it too. So, overcome your blind hatred of Kalaziel.”

      “Blind hatred?” Horon snarled. “Oh, I hate him, but this fury isn’t blind. Look at what he’s done to the mortals of Whiteguard. To our fellow seraphim. Mere minutes ago, he destroyed the souls of his own followers to create Clockwork Constructs. Those things could have destroyed half the city if we hadn’t been there to stop them.” He reached out, snatching Iliana by the ankle. He held his sword in his other hand, ready to strike, but he froze momentarily while deciding whether to truly lash out at her.

      Iliana used that moment to throw a ball of Divine Energy into his face. Horon gasped and clutched at his burned cheek, letting go of Iliana’s ankle. She immediately put some distance between him and her, and the chase started all over again.

      Variel, meanwhile, seemed to think that he had more Divine Aura than Darren. That was a notion swiftly proving untrue as Darren met Variel’s wave of fire with his own power and showed no signs of stopping.

      Eventually, Variel realized he had miscalculated. He abruptly cut off his beam of fire and launched himself forward in a sudden surprise attack.

      “You’re good with Divine Aura, but let’s see if that sword is for more than just show!” Variel shouted as he burst through the last of his beam of fire. Smoke trailed before him while his eyes blazed with crimson light.

      Darren and Variel clashed again while Horon raced to catch up with Iliana. Bit by bit, Darren and Horon each proved superior to their opponent.

      Variel discovered Darren was just as good with a sword as he was with Divine Aura when Darren twisted Variel’s blade around in his grip and forced him to double over backward. Then, with both their swords out of the way, Darren delivered a powerful haymaker to Variel’s jaw.

      The Prime Saint went flying and smashed through a nearby building, appearing on the other side only for Darren to be floating there waiting for him. Darren bashed him again, sending him back through the hole he’d made in the nearby building. Horon was a bit more gentle as he grabbed Iliana by the arm and leg and pinned her to the ground.

      “Fetch some ropes! And you, Iliana, stop struggling. I’ve won.” Horon struggled to keep the Prime Saint beneath him pinned, but when Variel smashed face-first into the cobblestone street, bleeding from every inch of his body and gasping for breath, she stopped struggling.

      “Make way! Make way! You need a knot expert to tie up Prime Saints! You might even say you need a knotty expert...” Asuriel giggled to herself as she made her way through the crowd with a bundle of rope.

      Iliana squirmed and writhed on the ground as Asuriel stripped her down, taking away her hidden weapons, the armored robes she was wearing, and the bag of holding she had tucked up her sleeve.

      “Do you really have to take everything?” Iliana grumbled as Asuriel searched her.

      “You’d be surprised where prisoners can hide stuff! I’m just being careful.” Asuriel tied Iliana’s arms behind her back, binding everything from her shoulders to her twitching fingers. The rest of her body followed soon after.

      “This is the most humiliating thing I’ve ever experienced...” Iliana grumbled.

      “That’s what makes it hot... er... safe!” Asuriel corrected. “Darren! Check out my knots!”

      “Well done,” Darren said, throwing the Prime Saint over his back. He was wondering what he was going to do with her when he realized he hadn’t tested if his Realmvault could take in living things. His Inventory couldn’t, but perhaps that had changed.

      He activated his magical storage item, and Prime Saint Iliana disappeared like she had never been there at all.

      “Tie him up as well.” Darren gestured to Variel.

      Asuriel’s expression froze, and she blushed. “Uh, Darren. This is embarrassing. But... I don’t know how to do men. You’re going to do it.”

      She handed Darren the rope she was holding, and Darren shrugged. Variel was so battered and bruised that it probably wouldn’t matter. With little healing, he wouldn’t be doing anything other than groaning.

      Darren threw a canvas sack over his head and knelt to work on his wrists. His knots were not nearly as artful as Asuriel’s, but they didn’t need to be to get the job done.

      He noticed everyone else standing around watching him, so he looked up from his work.

      “Now.” Darren gestured to the rest of the city. “You all know what to do.”

      The fight had gone smoothly, and while harder fought than most, this battle had been won. With the Fifth Layer taken, all Darren would need to do was walk around with the Dungeon Queen and lay claim to the place, robbing Kalaziel of most of his remaining power.

      Yes, he was nearly ready to take the fight to Kalaziel himself. Soon his mother’s soul could rest easily. He’d even have the time to track down what ophanim she ended up inside. He could find her and draw her out of it. While he was at it, he could bust open all those eggs Kalaziel created and free the imprisoned seraphim within. Laura would know how to do both tasks safely. And even if she didn’t, he was certain the Omniscient Codex would tell him how in exchange for a simple trade.

      And afterward?

      He’d be able to spend day after day hanging out with his friends and lovers. Perhaps he could live the life he could have had if he hadn’t been caught up in Kalaziel’s plans when he was young. He’d do his best to learn to be a good king and guide the Sacred Seas to rebuild everything lost.

      He remembered the words left to him by his ancestors in Whiteguard. The insistence that he leave the kingdom better than he found it. He would do the same, but now for the entirety of the Sacred Seas.

      And that was speaking nothing of his women. Cassandra was pregnant with a child -- his child! What would it be like to be a father? To bring a new life into the world and raise them into the best version of themselves.

      If they had a son, he would raise him to be a paladin, brave, strong, and capable of overcoming any challenges. If they had a daughter, he would probably still want a brave and strong paladin.

      A smile tugged at the corners of his lips as the future seemed brighter than ever. It was so close he could almost taste it.

      But then something changed. The sweet air of victory turned sour, and Darren looked to the sky. Thunderous clouds rolled over the heavens and painted the sky. He’d seen those clouds before.

      They’d been summoned by Kalaziel.

      The city below darkened, and the world was shrouded in a fury that shook the Heavens.

      Suddenly, the sky cracked open, and a blindingly bright light descended from the heavens. A familiar figure materialized where the light touched the ground, proud and imperious all the while.

      Kalaziel pointed his mace in Darren’s direction.

      “Mortal! How dare you step into the Heavens after I cast you out once already!”
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      “You have done far more than any human ever should have been able to,” Kalaziel said as he approached. Every footfall echoed through the empty streets. Darren stretched out his mind to touch upon Cassandra’s.

      [Cassandra, order everyone to retreat now.]

      [We can help you!] Cassandra protested.

      [Not against him. Save the others. Go!]

      “But truly, coming here to my place of power was a mistake,” Kalaziel growled, voice barely containing his anger. “Don’t think that I don’t know what you’ve been doing. That demon witch in the Seven Hells helped you build a Genius Loci to steal power from me. I expected her to undermine my authority, but I hadn’t thought she’d secure a willing agent of such power. You’ve fallen right into her hands, you know?”

      “You know nothing of me,” Darren replied.

      “Quite the contrary. I’ve been watching you rather closely as of late.” Kalaziel bared his teeth at Darren in something that was anything but a smile. “You’ve come far, but your journey ends here.”

      Darren and Horon exchanged a brief nod, fingers tightening around their weapons. They hadn't quite been expecting a final confrontation against Kalaziel this soon, but they were ready for him nonetheless.

      The two of them charged as one, just as they’d attacked the city. Darren attacked from the front. Meanwhile, Horon descended from above, hoping he could take Kalaziel by surprise.

      Though he held his familiar Diamondrazor Mace in his hand, Kalaziel tucked it into his belt. The head exploded in a shower of razor-sharp gemstones, which orbited Kalaziel’s body like birds of prey.

      With his hands free, he produced the sword and shield pair Darren had fought against the last time they’d faced off. The Sword of the Setting Sun and its matched pair, the Shield of the New Dawn.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      

      Sword of the Setting Sun (Legendary)

      
        	Each swing of this sword severs fate itself, defying prophecy and reality manipulation skills. Wounds dealt by the Sword of the Setting Sun cannot be healed except by death, and all bindings come undone at its touch. The sword’s effects grow more powerful the greater the attacks its paired shield absorbs.

      

      

      Shield of the New Dawn (Legendary)

      
        	This shield defends against all attacks by altering fate so that each blow struck at it is perfectly deflected. As the shield blocks attacks, it stores the power contained within those attacks and uses them to reinforce the shield or empower the Sword of the Setting Sun.

      

      

      Darren targeted Kalaziel’s legs with Fetters of Fate, but he suspected it would be a lost cause before it even began. Kalaziel gave the ethereal chains a contemptuous snort before cleaving them apart with one swing of the Sword of the Setting Sun. Darren’s favorite new skill would be of no use here.

      He watched carefully as Kalaziel’s passive abilities activated one after another. He needed to find an opening.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      

      Roar of the Elements (Epic)

      
        	Conjures fire, summons water, harnesses the power of air, and calls the strength of the earth.

      

      

      Sunlight Storm (Epic)

      
        	Creates blazing beams of light that surround the user and attacks all foes in their vicinity.

      

      

      Radiant Armor (Epic)

      
        	Creates glowing golden armor that shields the user from magical and physical damage. When already wearing physical armor, this magical armor reinforces that armor with the same properties, while simultaneously becoming impossible to dispel, as though it were an enchantment.

      

      

      Champion’s Will (Mythic)

      
        	Increases the damage of all physical attacks based on the user’s resolve, with no upper limit besides the user’s determination.

      

      

      Kalaziel took one slow step after another, emanating confidence all the while. His neatly trimmed beard hung below his helmet, and he looked for all the world like a rugged, conquering hero, a veteran of a thousand battles. Kalaziel had been fighting since before Darren’s distant ancestors were born, and he’d been a fighter of incredible power for over a thousand years.

      The confidence of such skill and endless years of practice showed in his every feature. Looking at him, one would think he was stepping away from a fight already won, not walking towards one that had yet to begin.

      Golden light blazed around him like a cloak. Fire erupted and turned the earth where he walked to molten magma. The wind whipped around him in a swirling tempest, and lightning sparked in the sky overhead. He looked like a harbinger of the end of the world.

      But Kalaziel was not the only one with powerful skills. Overhead, Darren sensed Horon activating his passive abilities: Indomitable Will, Soul of the Warrior, Divine Momentum, and Fleetfoot. The Prime Saint of Honor accelerated until he soared downward at high speed. Kalaziel showed no sign of registering the incoming attack, but the Diamondrazor gemstones drifting around him halted in their flight and took a defensive position overhead.

      Darren embraced his passive abilities: Adamantine, Cleansing Presence, Aura of Courage, Agile Movement, Mental Fortitude, Rapid Regeneration, Divine Resistance, and Weapons Proficiency.

      He harnessed One with the Universe, borrowing kinetic energy from the rumbling earth caused by Kalaziel’s every footfall and the roiling clouds from the storm he was brewing overhead.

      Both went still as Darren charged.

      While Kalaziel carried an air of overwhelming power and inevitable destruction, Darren traveled as nimbly as a leaf drifting through a storm. Each movement was precise and graceful. Each gentle twist and turn was like a dance rehearsed a thousand times.

      He left no token of his passage as his boots glided over the shattered cobblestones, and he passed so effortlessly through the air that not even a breeze was left in his wake. The serene silence of his charge cut an eerie contrast to Kalaziel’s overwhelming power.

      No battle cry echoed from Darren’s lips, but when Darren lifted Melancholy in his hands, the world screamed in answer. The wind, silent moments before, stirred once again as he released all the energy he’d been gathering.

      The earth beneath Kalaziel cracked in a spiderweb spread throughout the city block. In the mortal world, that blow would have sunk a chunk of the continent into the Sacred Seas. Here on the Fifth Layer of the Heavens, it was enough to tear bricks from their foundation yards distant in all directions.

      He hoped Cassandra had gotten everyone clear by now, for the chunk of the city nearest to them was already little more than rubble. Darren feared that by the time this fight was through, it would be entirely destroyed.

      Beneath the dust, the debris, and all the flying rubble, Kalaziel shifted his shield aside. It glowed bright blue and churned with the power it had absorbed from Darren’s recent attack.

      Kalaziel raised the Sword of the Setting Sun, and that blue glow soon transferred from the gem in the shield’s center to the gem in the sword’s pommel. He raised that sword in a wide backswing like he intended to cut Darren in half with a single blow.

      But Darren smiled in reply, for he’d known Kalaziel would block his blow all along. All he’d wanted to do was create an opening for Horon.

      The Prime Saint of Honor dove from overhead as Darren braced himself for Kalaziel’s counterattack.

      “For the fate of the Heavens!” Horon shouted as the wind whipped past him. He held his sword before him like a lance, sweeping at Kalaziel’s unprotected back. He shielded his eyes as he flew straight through Kalaziel’s Diamondrazor gemstones. He ignored the deep grooves they carved along his armor as he flew in for a killing stroke.

      But just before Horon made contact, Kalaziel disappeared. He turned into a burst of light, and Darren recognized his Starlight Phantom skill. He’d seen this ability before. It was an instantaneous movement skill that Kalaziel had favored in their earlier fights.

      Darren turned to Oracle Sight, guessing where Kalaziel would appear. Sure enough, he’d positioned himself right behind Darren so that Horon’s blow would strike his only ally.

      But Darren had seen the future and guessed what Kalaziel would do even as he began it. So before Kalaziel could appear behind him, Darren jumped and tumbled backward in a flip to land behind the spot where Kalaziel would appear.

      Kalaziel's smug look disappeared when he found Darren behind him instead.

      Darren pulled Inevitability into his other hand, moving to strike. The Shield of the New Dawn pulled itself in to intercept. Darren realized that if this shield could block every blow he threw in Kalaziel’s direction, he’d just need to batter it until the shield stopped working.

      The two Legendary weapons met, one specialized for defense and the other specialized to cut through all magic, including the magic of the shield.

      Inevitability cut a deep gash into the upper left corner of the shield, cutting deep but leaving no lasting damage.

      Kalaziel didn’t even look because he was too busy trying to parry Horon’s attack. With Darren striking from behind, even the supernatural abilities of the Shield of the New Dawn could not block another attack that was coming from the front.

      “You...” Kalaziel growled, blood leaking from cracked lips as Horon’s sword punched straight through his Radiant Armor, his real armor, and into the bare flesh beneath. “...Stupid.” He spat out a mouthful of blood. “...Arrogant peacock!”

      Kalaziel’s free hand wrapped around Horon’s sword. His gauntleted fingers wrapped around enchanted steel, and he braced against the city streets. He absorbed all the brute force of Horon’s strike with sheer overwhelming strength, arresting the speed delivered by even Horon’s Divine Momentum ability.

      For all the might of his charge, Kalaziel took everything Horon could give. He tore his other hand free of the Shield of the New Dawn, which was still caught on Inevitability’s edge.

      Then, gripping both sides of Horon’s sword with his hands, he crumpled the weapon with nothing more than the strength of his fingers. Horon looked on in shock as his sword became scrap metal beneath Kalaziel’s overwhelming strength.

      Just as quickly, Kalaziel tossed the broken sword away and grabbed Horon by the throat. Horon gasped and struggled, but caught as he was, all he could do was flap his wings and struggle. He activated his Celestial Maelstrom ability, the only mythic skill Darren had seen from him.

      His wings turned as sharp as razor blades, and thunder, lightning, and white mist swirled around him. His three sets of wings batted at Kalaziel’s arms and face, but Kalaziel shrugged each blow off like they were nothing more than a minor nuisance.

      “Good... riddance!” Kalaziel growled as he crushed Horon’s throat with his fingers. Eyes wide and full of agony and fear, all Horon could do was gape in shock and agony as Kalaziel tore his head from his body and cast both aside.

      The Prime Saint of Honor fell to the ground, eyes lifeless as his head rolled toward Darren’s feet.

      Another man might have stared in shock. Darren’s strongest ally was slain, just like that. For all his power as a Prime Saint, Horon was no match for Kalaziel.

      Darren pulled Horon’s head into his Realmvault, reacting just in time to dodge Kalaziel’s next attack.

      “Don’t feel sad, Darren Heavengrace. You’ll be joining him soon enough.” Kalaziel chuckled darkly. He raised his hand, and his Shield of the New Dawn tore itself free from Inevitability and flew back to where it had been mounted on his wrist moments before.

      The next clash between the two greatest powers in the Heavens happened so quickly no mortal eyes could hope to follow it. Darren and Kalaziel seemed to flicker in and out of existence as they each moved in the blink of an eye.

      With renewed fury, Darren unleashed a ferocious series of attacks against Kalaziel. His movements were blurry as he darted in and out of Kalaziel’s reach. He landed a few calculated strikes here and there, each designed to take chunks out of Kalaziel’s Shield of the New Dawn.

      Under his relentless assault, Kalaziel’s confident smirk slowly started to slip.

      Eventually, Darren struck a particularly powerful blow against Kalaziel’s shield, forcing the Prime Saint of Valor to put his new toy away lest he lose it completely. With the shield gone, the sword in Kalaziel’s other hand was suddenly much less of a threat. No longer would Darren’s abilities empower it to become ever stronger.

      Kalaziel’s armor was also starting to crack and splinter. Darren thought a few more blows might shatter it completely. There were a few wounds visible through the damaged gaps, and Darren could sense them emitting golden light.

      But Kalaziel wasn’t the only one who was hurt. Darren was covered in cuts from head to toe. His Rapid Regeneration meant they were healing by the second, but more were being dealt to him with every passing second as well. The Shapeshifter’s Mantle he was wearing, which evolved from the armor he’d found, was starting to give way. It would need serious repairs after this battle to be useful again.

      The shockwaves of their fighting sent ripples through the Heavens, and now and again the very fabric of reality around them shuddered. Darren had done as much to some of the smaller pocket realms he’d explored throughout the Sacred Seas, but only now was he seeing a pocket realm as large and stable as one of the layers of the Heavens tremble.

      Kalaziel used Blinding Radiance several times to block Darren’s vision, but Darren had seen this from him long ago. He’d chosen Manifest Will and Oracle Sight explicitly to counter these abilities. Darren had the edge, and he could sense victory drawing closer.

      But then Kalaziel spoke, and what he said wasn’t what Darren expected. Despite his wounds and his battered form, he smiled.

      “Is that the best you can do, Darren Heavengrace?” His voice dripped with disdain. “I expected more from someone who dared to challenge me!"

      “You haven’t won yet,” Darren replied.

      Kalaziel shook his head. “Just like before, I’ve merely toyed with you. I wanted to take your measure, and now I have. You reached the Sixth Order with the aspect of Retribution, didn’t you?”

      Darren was taken aback. Nobody else had figured out his aspect merely by looking at him. He hadn’t known such a feat was possible. But Kalaziel had powers he’d seen from no other seraph. If anyone could read Darren, it would be him.

      Darren remained silent. Answering Kalaziel would not benefit him, but buying some extra time for Rapid Regeneration to take care of his wounds would.

      They hovered in the air for a while, staring at one another. Kalaziel was fiddling with something, but Darren couldn’t tell what. There was Divine Aura within him, and Darren readied his defenses to prepare him for whatever attack Kalaziel planned to throw his way.

      “I think it’s past time I reunited father and son. Perhaps he has some criticism of your aspect. After all, retribution seems hardly fitting of anyone aligned with the Divine, let alone the son of the former Lord of Light.” Kalaziel laughed as he spoke, as though chuckling to some joke only he understood.

      The feeling that Kalaziel was up to something dangerous grew stronger. Darren wasn’t sure what it was, but he was growing increasingly certain that there was danger in the air. He didn’t like the feeling, so he no longer held himself back. Surely Kalaziel would have to stop whatever he was doing when attacked.

      But he was wrong. Oracle Sight went dark as though the future he had perceived with it only moments before had ceased to be. The hairs on his neck stood on end, and a pervasive sense of wrongness filled the air. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it was dangerous.

      The cloudy sky overhead parted, and the ability that would have slain Darren last time if not for his Phoenix's Blessing ability activated.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      

      Heavenly Purification (Legendary)

      
        	Channeled through the Heavenly Throne, this attack purges all entities not aligned with the caster. When used against seraphim or Divine-aligned spirits, this ability purifies their bodies to remove all malice toward the caster, weakening them proportionally to the amount of malice removed.

      

      

      The beam was far more focused than before. Darren wasn’t sure if Kalaziel was using it differently or if his skill with the new legendary ability had grown.

      He’d faced this power before, though, and he’d beaten it then. So if Kalaziel thought he could destroy Darren for good with a trick he’d already used before, he was sorely mistaken.

      But then Kalaziel used a power he hadn’t for a while.

      “I’ve been preparing this just for you, Darren Heavengrace! And I wanted the perfect moment to use it. Father, meet son!” Kalaziel laughed as the mysterious power he’d been gathering blossomed within him.

      Only then did Darren recognize the power he was experiencing. He’d been far weaker when he’d felt it first. Kalaziel had revealed it the first time he’d killed him in Salsroth. Now he faced it again.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      
        	Intent of a Dead Sovereign (Legendary)

        	This skill, created from the lingering remnants of a Seventh-Order Being, can alter the fabric of reality in small and subtle ways. The way the intent has been implemented is to shatter the concentration of the target.

      

      

      “Break his will for retribution!” Kalaziel shouted. And just like that, Darren felt his memories slipping from his mind. His mother’s face faded until he couldn’t make out her features. The sight of the burning cabin he’d fled with her turned blurry and distant. All those years in the Seven Hells felt like a thousand years in the past instead of just two.

      For a moment, he forgot about his need to avenge his mother, father, and the life he could have had. That was something his brittle power couldn’t tolerate.

      It shattered like so much glass, unable to hold him up a moment longer. The third set of wings sprouting from Darren’s back exploded in a puff of shining silvery feathers, which blew away on the wind.

      

      Warning! You no longer meet the requirements of the Sixth Order!

      You are now at the Fifth Order! Your skill slots have been reduced accordingly.
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      Darren instantly realized what dire trouble he was in.

      Kalaziel had stolen access to his skills, something Darren hadn’t even known was possible. Worse, one of the skills he lost access to was Phoenix’s Blessing. Six of his skills had randomly been locked, and with a grimace, he noted they all had to do with his movement and survivability. Perhaps Kalaziel had some way of nudging these things in his favor.

      With mounting dread, he realized what Kalaziel was planning on doing. He would destroy Darren’s body, then what was left of his soul would be struck by the Heavenly Purification beam. It would destroy every part of him that hated Kalaziel, leaving him nothing more than a fraction of his former self. Worse, he’d end up as one of Kalaziel’s lackeys.

      Was this all his battles and struggles amounted to? Utter defeat in these final moments?

      Darren’s heart pounded in his chest as he fell from the sky, arms and legs devoid of strength as burning white light plunged down on him from above.

      No. He couldn’t die like this. He’d promised everyone he’d come back alive. He had promised Thalia he’d help her rule the Blackwind Empire. He’d promised the people of Limedeep he’d care for them. He’d promised Whiteguard he’d rebuild their kingdom.

      He had promised Callum they’d go out for drinks when they were done. He’d promised he’d build Ashe a new body, and Laura that he’d bring her more chocolate.

      He’d promised Cassandra he’d be a father to their child.

      No, no, no...

      He would not fall here. He couldn’t!

      Reaching within himself, he touched upon those dull embers. This was all that was left of the flames of retribution that had once burned within him and empowered him to fight Kalaziel on equal terms.

      He squeezed, struggled, and shouted at them. He could not die here. He would not die here!

      But it was too late. Kalaziel had used the last remnants of his father’s soul to twist the very fabric of reality and remove his need for retribution. He reached for those angry feelings buried deep in his memories, but no matter how he cried out for them, they would not come.

      His mind focused back on all the promises he’d made and all the things he had yet to do. While the fire did not return, a new feeling blossomed in his heart.

      He grasped at it, like a drowning man reaching for a lifeline. He reached for anything that would give him the strength to survive.

      The name eluded him, but he realized then he’d brushed upon a new aspect. One that he’d never touched on before. It was a deeper truth that he never even realized could be an aspect. It was the aspect of humanity.

      There was Justice in it. Honor too. It even had undertones of Kalaziel’s aspect of Valor. For all such ideas had been born from the human mind and the human will to strive to do better. The human mind and soul had reshaped this very realm according to its hopes and dreams. Hopes and dreams that Darren shared.

      As a mortal man, he’d battled his way through the Seven Hells. As a mortal man, he’d led armies of humans to crush all the demons within it. As a mortal man, he’d stormed the Heavens themselves.

      Demons and seraphim were spirits born of the human experience. Of lives lived, loved, and lost. They were born of human joy and human sadness. Human hatred and human kindness.

      Born of the connections all people shared. From mother to son, or husband to wife. He shared all these thoughts and cherished the connections he’d so painstakingly forged since he arrived on the surface world.

      He was human, and through trials and tribulations, he’d prevailed. He had lived his life well, and he would live more of it yet. No living being, seraph or demon, would stand in his way.

      Something flowed through his veins, but this time it didn’t feel like fire. It didn’t feel like anything, really. The raging flames within him were gone, extinguished forever. The brittle feeling they brought was gone as well.

      And he felt all the stronger for it. Hot blood coursed through his veins, and he felt like he had become more of himself. The humanity that pulsed within him had grown all the greater with his transformation.

      Congratulations on reaching the Sixth Order!

      You are now the Paragon of Humanity.

      Your locked skills have been restored.

      The light of Kalaziel’s Heavenly Purification washed over Darren’s body. It felt like nothing more than the gentle sprinkle of rain. The aura flowing within him had a different feeling to it, far weightier and heavier than anything he’d sensed before. Whatever it was, it wasn’t Divine Aura.

      It spurned the touch of the Heavenly Purification beam, as though the Divine Aura it sought to purify was beneath it. Beneath him, the Paragon of Man.

      An unyielding spirit filled him, drawing on the insatiable drive that had filled humanity since the first ape stepped from the trees.

      When the light of what should have been Kalaziel’s killing blow faded, Darren opened his eyes. His wounds had healed completely, and his new aspect filled him with power like he’d never known before. Rapid Regeneration alone had doubled in strength, and what would have taken minutes to heal before now took only seconds.

      “What?” Kalaziel’s voice finally held a tinge of panic. He didn’t understand how Darren survived his attack, or how he had so swiftly returned to the Sixth Order. “How? Impossible!”

      Darren met Kalaziel’s eyes with a steady, even gaze. The fires of vengeance no longer had him stare his old foe down with eyes of hate. He looked on only with steady and even confidence. Kalaziel would fall before him, and he would set all wrongs to right.

      Darren’s third set of wings reappeared on his back, this time shinier and brighter than ever before. He took to the air again, soaring to meet Kalaziel overhead. The wind whipped through his hair, and he watched as the last of Kalaziel’s arrogant expression was wiped away.

      The space between them seemed to shrink with impossible speed. Melancholy’s edge connected with the center of Kalaziel’s breastplate. He sheared through the last bits of his Radiant Armor, and then cut through the metal armor beneath it. His sword dug deep into Kalaziel’s flesh and came out the other side.

      [Wow, Darren! I thought we were really done for there!] Ashe said from within the sword.

      The Dungeon Queen in the crown over his brow muttered in agreement.

      “That should have worked! They told me it would work!” Kalaziel growled. He stared at Darren with wide and fear-filled eyes. “What are you?!”

      Darren smiled. “Just a human.”

      Kalaziel reached for Darren’s sword to tear it free from his chest. Both hands grasped the weapon’s edges, just as he’d done with Horon’s weapon. But Ashe had other ideas. Still buried deep in Kalaziel’s chest, she generated an explosion of Divine Aura that burst outward in all directions.

      Kalaziel’s hands and chest throbbed as the explosion tore him apart from the inside. This time, he was the one to plummet from the sky, not Darren.

      The two fell, Darren in a smooth and steady descent, and Kalaziel in a shaky, desperate fall. Darren was waiting for Kalaziel to use the last of his Legendary abilities, Divine Restoration. He’d been holding off Nullification for just that purpose. From the beginning, he’d selected his Nullification ability to counter that one skill.

      But Kalaziel’s shaky hands reached for a pendant around his neck. Before Darren could stop him, Kalaziel pulled on the pendant. An explosion tore open the fabric of reality before him, just as the two of them had done so many times throughout their fight. These Dimensional Rifts were small and temporary, but that was enough to slip through them to another place entirely. Darren had done exactly that many times with his Dimensional Rift skill.

      Now, Kalaziel used the same ability to slip away, fleeing in terror just as Darren had done from him twice before.

      Darren flew to the open rift, trying to stabilize it. But the realm it led to was even more flush with Divine Aura than the realm he was in now. The power coursing through it healed the rift near-instantly, to the point where it almost appeared like it had been a trick of the light, save for the fact that Kalaziel had disappeared within it.

      “What a tricky, crazy, bearded man. He ran away!” The Dungeon Queen laughed.

      [We chased off Kalaziel, Prime Saint of Valor!] Ashe giggled in excitement. [You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that nervous. Not even when the war with the Seven Hells was at its fiercest.]

      Darren let a small smile cross his lips. “The next time we meet, he won’t get away.”
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        * * *

      

      After chasing off Kalaziel, Darren turned to the battlefield below. Despite his hopes, only a small fraction of his forces were able to escape the city in time. And most of the local residents who were cowering in their homes throughout the battle didn’t even know they needed to leave.

      As a result, many of them had been killed in the crossfire as Darren and Kalaziel battled for supremacy. The dead numbered in the thousands, and Darren felt guilt weigh heavily on his shoulders. He thought of Horon, chief among the dead.

      Kilean and Natashiel stood around his headless corpse, both with tear-streaked gazes as they mourned their fallen commander.

      Darren realized he had a choice to make. He could use his resurrection skill to save Horon, or he could resurrect all those in his army that he had lost. He could either resurrect a single Sixth Order like himself, or he could resurrect dozens of fallen Fifth Orders and hundreds of those of lower rank.

      He fretted over the idea for a few minutes, but the more time he wasted, the more the seraphim bodies dispersed and the harder it would be to resurrect them all.

      In the end, he chose to save his subordinates. It was what Horon likely would have told him to do, and Darren held out hope that he could restore the Prime Saint of Honor tomorrow when his power had been refreshed.

      But more than honoring Horon’s memory, Darren found Thalia and Callum had gotten caught up in the fighting. She’d been helping civilians, and she was the weakest of his women present. She had been too slow to dodge a ruthless blow from Kalaziel that cut a building clean in half. She’d been inside the building at the time and been bisected straight through the middle, just like a dozen humans and seraphim standing nearby.

      Callum, meanwhile, had been crushed by a rock the size of a building. He’d insisted on being one of the last to retreat, and he paid the price for it.

      “Why didn’t you tell me when it happened?” Darren demanded of Cassandra when he finally heard the news.

      “You were fighting, dear. During a battle like that, I dared not distract you,” Cassandra explained.

      Darren’s anger cooled at that. Cassandra was right, as usual. He gave her a warm embrace. Sasha soon joined him.

      They recovered the two halves of Thalia’s body and put them back together. By now he and his companions had seen Darren resurrect the fallen enough times that it wasn’t nearly as difficult a job as it would have been had they not known Thalia would be with them again shortly.

      “Thalia’s going to be mad that she’s an ugly corpse.” Morgana shook her head and let out a grim chuckle.

      “She died a very heroic death,” Sasha reminded Morgana. “She was saving people from a building in the middle of a battle.”

      “I guess...” Morgana shrugged her shoulders. “She should have run off the moment Darren gave her the warning...”

      Scraping up Callum was a tougher job. Thankfully, his armor kept him mostly together, despite being crushed.

      Darren waved his hand over their bodies, spreading his gesture to all the hundreds of corpses beside her.

      “Rise.” Darren commanded. One by one, wounds healed and bodies stitched themselves back together again. The souls of the dead humans returned to their mortal vessels, and the souls of the destroyed seraphim took humanoid shape once again.

      Slowly but surely, the fallen returned to the world of the living, sitting upright one at a time and blinking in confusion.

      Eventually, Thalia awoke.

      “I... I guess I died...” Thalia looked at her hands. “I wondered what being resurrected would feel like.” Her eyes darted up to meet Darren’s. “Am I still me? I didn’t leave a fragment of myself behind, did I?”

      “You’re still you.” Darren reached out with a hand and pulled her back to her feet. She ran her hands over the deep tear running straight through her priestess robes, embroidered gold to show her status as Empress of the Blackwind Empire.

      “We can stitch that right up,” Morgana assured Thalia. She pulled a few pins from some place tucked under her belt and helped Thalia fit the two halves of her dress back together.

      Darren watched on with a warm smile. Despite her earlier threat of teasing, Morgana was quick to help those she cared about.

      However, despite Morgana’ s efforts, the bottom half of Thalia’s robes kept falling down. Darren only stayed to watch a few times before reaching into his Realmvault and withdrawing a new set of robes for Thalia. The ones formerly belonging to Prime Saint Iliana would fit her perfectly.

      “Thank you, Darren.” Thalia gave him a kiss on the cheek. “These are lovely. I’ve never felt fabric so fine.”

      “Presents from Darren are the best.” Morgana nodded in agreement. “There’s nothing quite like them.”

      She eyed Darren out of the corners of her eyes and held her hand over her lips. “Especially when they’re plundered by someone else!”

      Thalia frowned when she was reminded of the robes’ former owner, but whatever hesitation she had wasn’t enough to override the fact that these were far nicer than the tattered rags she was wearing.

      She accepted the change of clothes and dressed herself again.

      Only then, after minutes more of regeneration, did Callum finally bolt upright. A shiver ran up and down his spine as he reached for his face and felt it.

      “That hurt,” Callum said.

      “I bet,” Darren chuckled. He helped Callum to his feet. Callum accepted the hand and groaned as Darren pulled him upright.

      His armor was so twisted and bent that he could hardly move in it at all, so Darren and Morgana cut him free. Eventually, he was standing among them in the flesh once again. His shirt beneath his armor was equally tattered and pulverized, but Darren had plenty of spare clothes in paladin sizes, as well as spare sets of armor.

      Only when he was armed and dressed once again did Callum finally voice the question on his mind.

      “So... since I was revived, I’m assuming we won? Did you beat him?” Callum’s eyes bore deep into Darren’s.

      Darren shrugged. “Gone, but not dead.”

      Callum nodded. “Then it’s a bit too soon for me to start selling off loot for coin. Gotta fill my pockets before we go drinking! I have no idea how much ale it takes for a Sixth-Order Paragon to feel tipsy.”

      Darren chuckled. “Coins are no issue.”

      He opened his hands, and bronze coins spilled out from his Realmvault.

      “Yeah, yeah, Darren. We know you’re rich,” Morgana yawned.

      “Wait, look at the coin faces!” Callum picked up a coin and saw Darren’s face painted upon it. “Did you have these smelted in your image?”

      Darren shook his head. “I made them myself.”

      “When?”

      “My Realmvault can make anything. I showed you the porridge.”

      As proof, Darren made more coins from silver and gold. He made gemstones and simple jewelry. Anything he could visualize could be drawn forth from Chaos through his Realmvault.

      “Woah!” Asuriel gave Darren a poke. “You have an infinite money hack! Damn!”

      Darren shrugged. His reserve of coins had been near-infinite already, so this didn’t really change anything for him. He thought it was simply a nice parlor trick, but all his companions wore looks of shock and giddy excitement on their faces.

      The only person who hadn’t reacted at all was Cassandra. Darren thought that was strange, since he thought she’d be the most excited at his new ability. She did like collecting lots of shiny coins.

      “Uh... Cas?” Sasha gave Cassandra a poke as she stared at the coins appearing from thin air and pouring into Darren’s hand with a look of dull incomprehension.

      “I think you broke her, Darren!” Morgana laughed.

      Sasha gave Cassandra a poke, and she collapsed like a wooden board, fainting from the shock of it all. She would have fallen to the floor if Darren hadn’t stepped in to catch her.

      Everyone shared a good laugh. Once Cassandra and her plump, pregnant belly were safe within his arms, Darren joined them. Now that the city had been taken and Kalaziel repelled, he set about claiming this territory as his own. The Dungeon Queen did her best to wrest it away from Kalaziel.

      “It’s getting tough!” the Dungeon Queen said. “I think the fact that this Heavenly Throne thing is nearby is making it harder. I’m only a quasi-Genius Loci! That thing is the real deal.”

      Darren gently patted his crown. “Just do your best. And you will be the real deal someday. I guarantee it.”

      Even when Kalaziel was defeated, Darren didn’t intend to stop. Fulfilling his father’s dream of reaching the Seventh Order again as a human was a task that had been passed down to him. If the Sacred Seas really did need someone at the Seventh Order to defend them against outsiders, it would be his responsibility to fill that role.

      Fortunately, the Fifth Layer was small enough that he didn’t need to fly its perimeter all that much. Just sitting by a campfire with his friends and allies was enough. They talked, chatted, and healed while the Dungeon Queen did her work.

      “You know, Darren, you feel a little different.” Morgana gave him a poke on the arm.

      Darren cocked his head to the side. “Do I?”

      “Yeah. Less... I don’t know. Less likely to be targeted by a pickpocket as a naïve newcomer in any area.” Morgana shrugged.

      “It would have to be one brave pickpocket to target Darren!” Callum chuckled.

      “Well, I mean, just the way he talks and speaks. He used to have this freshness to him. Like he didn’t know what was going on. You know how it was. He didn’t know how money works. He had trouble buying things.” Morgana looked at the others.

      Sasha nodded. “It was very adorable. Such a big, tough man, and yet still so cute.” She ran her fingers through Darren’s hair.

      Cassandra nodded in agreement, pressing herself against Darren’s side. She rubbed her cheek against his chest while her hands wound tight about his side. She’d been glued under his arm and unwilling to part with him from the moment she learned he could create infinite money. It was comforting, but she clung to him so tightly he was starting to feel like she was trying to keep him from escaping.

      “Super adorable...” Cassandra muttered, still half drunk on the mere thought of Darren’s new power.

      Darren chuckled. “I practiced and learned.” He knew the ways of this surface world now, and he knew the hearts of mankind. He may not have been born and raised to them like others were, but he’d overcome those years he’d spent in the Seven Hells.

      Eventually, the Dungeon Queen let out a contented sigh.

      [Whew! That’s the last piece. I think I’ve done as much as I can at my current level of power.]

      Darren stood. With great difficulty, he pried Cassandra off him.

      “Here, you can pretend Sasha is me.” He dropped her off in Sasha’s lap.

      Sasha immediately lowered her voice into an imitation of Darren’s. “I’m Darren. Come on, Cas. Let’s kill demons and bonk stuff with my super huge sword!”

      Everyone laughed, and Darren shared one last smile with his comrades.

      “I’ll be back soon. It’s time for me to finish this.”
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      Unlike the lower layers, no clearly marked stairway led to take anyone from the Fifth Layer to the Sixth. But the lack of an entrance was no impediment to Darren.

      He flew as high as his wings let him, all three sets streaming Divine Aura as they carried him further and further upward.

      The sky that wrapped around the top of the Fifth Layer was false, made to look like the sky of the mortal world. He found that out when he pushed against its greatest heights and found a soft barrier pressing back against him.

      Dimensional Rift let him cut a hole through it. Peeking out, he saw the world that housed the Sacred Seas. It looked so small from far away.

      He tried his Dimensional Rift repeatedly until he finally found what he was looking for. A doorway that led further up. He knew what it was the moment he found it since the concentration of Divine Aura took another jump upward.

      He stepped through the door, amused to find the Sixth Layer of the Heavens not too dissimilar from the Sixth Layer of the Seven Hells.

      Like its dark counterpart, the Sixth Layer of the Heavens became a garden. The sun shone brightly on the nearby leaves and grass, scattering among the modest trees. They weren’t even as large as the trees in Eastwood, and if not for their vibrant colors, they would have appeared rather ordinary.

      In fact, not one of the flowers or trees would have looked out of place in the Sacred Seas, had they been duller or plainer versions of themselves. It was like this place had taken every flower and every blade of grass and pushed as much life as would fit into them.

      Streams ran through the garden, each no bigger than a creek but crystal clear and teeming with tiny fish. Darren bent over and ran his fingers through the water. It wrapped around his hand, and he had the impression that if there was any Demonic Aura in him before he’d dipped his hand in, the stream would have washed it away.

      One of the nearest trees was an apple tree with plump fruit hanging from its branches. He plucked one and took a bite. It was juicy and had a bright and airy flavor. Not as sweet and decadent as Laura’s cherries, but still a flavor so intense a mortal who ate the fruit would find themselves lost to the taste. The Divine Aura infused within the fruit would be enough to make even the least talented person into someone eligible to become a Holy Adept.

      Under other circumstances, Darren would have plucked every fruit for the rest of his people. Unfortunately, most of them hadn’t been able to follow him into the Heavens for their lack of power, though they dearly wished to.

      But he would have free rein of the garden soon enough.

      There was something else that caught his attention in the garden though. Several somethings, now that he saw them clearly, and all of them had been watching him with ten thousand eyes each.

      Just like the Seven Hells, this garden was not without its residents. Again, his mind went back to what Horon had said of this place. This was where the Prime Ophanim lived, the strongest of the ophanim, and those that controlled the entire ophanim network that underpinned the entire Heavens.

      He had seen many ophanim, but never ones of such size or majesty. The Prime Ophanim were bigger than the rest, and if Horon’s tales held true, they were as strong as Prime Saints. Would they react to him with hostility?

      Darren waited, crouching among the leaves and bushes. He was ready to move the moment one made a hostile motion. He’d never seen an ophanim attack before, and that thought worried him. Visions of being crushed by a giant rolling wheel of eyeballs drifted through his mind. They didn’t seem capable of combat at all, but neither had the Omniscient Codex.

      He watched, and they watched him in return. He remained unblinking as he stared them down, and they did the same.

      Apparently, they were quite content with this turn of events because their staring contest stretched from seconds to minutes. Darren had never been so severely disadvantaged before, for his opponents each had ten thousand eyes, and he had only two.

      Eventually, even a man as cautious as Darren was forced to concede that the creepy orbiting rings of eyes were not about to attack him. He still held his sword in hand, but as he thought about warily sneaking by them, he sensed the tether of Divine Aura that connected his sigil to the ophanim his mother was in drawn taut. It vibrated like a plucked string on a musician’s lute. A moment later, a quest appeared before him.

      

      New Quest!

      Hello, Son.

      Objectives: None.

      Rewards: None.

      

      Darren’s eyes went wide, and not because he still thought he could out-stare the ophanim. When he spoke next, his voice shook.

      “M-mother?”

      

      New Quest!

      You’ve grown so big.

      

      His heart beat faster in his chest. He scanned the Prime Ophanim, drifting among the garden as they hovered a hand-span above the grass and wove between the fruit trees. He traced the thin line of Divine Aura. The first connection his sigil had ever formed and the only one of thousands not woven by him. This was the connection his mother had made for him upon her death so that she could continue to look after him even after passing on.

      “I’m here, Mother,” Darren said, the corners of his eyes watering when he spotted the ophanim. He approached it, but it ignored him. The great spinning wheels rotated one after another, meandering on some unknown course as the thousands of conflicting minds within it each tugged it in one direction or another.

      Darren waited for another quest. For another message from his mother. After so many years, he finally felt so close. If he could, he’d tear her free from the ophanim and see if he couldn’t restore her, as a seraph if not a human.

      But no further quests came, and the ophanim moved on. His mother’s voice went silent, and the tether between him and her went slack again. She must have exhausted what influence she had over this ophanim. As a soul that had formerly been an archpriestess, she had a lot of power compared to most human souls.

      He looked deeper, trying to distinguish her from the other souls within the ophanim. Surely someone of her former power would stand out like a torch among candles. Few others studied the structure of priestess souls as much as he did. He had scrutinized many, Cassandra’s and Thalia’s in particular.

      But try as he might, he could sense no sign of her. A dark thought loomed over him. What if she had been wasting the last vestiges of her power to send him his quests? He remembered how happy he’d been for those few moments of contact and the joy of completing a quest. But if his mother had been suffering to deliver those moments to him, it would turn those few bright spots during darkness into ashes in his mouth.

      He shouldered the thought aside. He would see his mother again no matter what. If she was weakened, he would help her restore her strength. If she was dead, he’d bring her back to life. Simple as that.

      He turned to the center of the garden. The Lord of Light’s palace was impossible to miss. It was far larger than Laura’s humble cabin.

      To call the structure magnificent would be to do its description a disservice. Every surface gleamed, and each wall seemed made of crystal instead of stone. The light beaded against its surface and reflected colors in all directions.

      Darren reached for the front doors, grasping the rings hanging there and pulling. The doors bore no lock, for locks would stop no one capable of breaking into this realm.

      “You’ve come at last...” Kalaziel growled as soon as Darren opened the door.

      His bruised and battered form clung to the Heavenly Throne. The seraph’s once-pristine wings were tattered and hung limply behind him. His once-golden armor was dented and cracked. His well-groomed beard hung loose and haggard from his chin. Bloodshot lines ran through his eyes as he glared at Darren from across the room.

      “It’s time to end what you began,” Darren replied.

      Kalaziel, stubborn and prideful even in his battered and weakened state, wrapped his fingers tightly around the arms of the throne.

      The simple stone seat was far taller than the Throne of the Blackwind Empire. It was built for a giant, twice as tall as Darren was, with an empty back so the seraph who sat upon it could unveil their wings without obstruction.

      While smooth and well sculpted, it had a strange simplicity to it that contrasted with the finery around them. It was like the maker knew no amount of gold or gems would make the throne more impressive than the rest of the room. So they made it unimpressive so that the throne stood out all the more for its simplicity.

      “This is mine. I earned it!” Kalaziel snarled. “You know how many years I spent defending the Heavens? You mortals never had a better guardian than me!”

      Darren stepped forward, gaze unwavering as he stared at the snarling seraph. After his defeat, he’d lost the kingly air he’d worn about him like a mask. Now he looked more like a snarling madman.

      “You may have been a guardian once, but no more.” Darren shook his head. “You sacrifice those you should have protected. Your people turn into monsters under your orders. You allied yourself with the very demons you hate and fear so much.”

      Kalaziel’s eyes blazed with defiance, and he gripped the throne even tighter. “You think you can take my place? You, a mortal? The Heavenly Throne cares nothing for rightful heirs. Even if you are the son of the last Lord of Light, only the worthy may claim it for themselves. How could you, a human, be worthy when the throne rejected even me?!”

      Darren shook his head with Melancholy in one hand and Inevitability in the other. “I don’t come for the throne, Kalaziel. It’s just a seat, and I have many like it. No, I came for you.”

      The air in the chamber thickened, and the tension between Darren and Kalaziel hung.

      Despite his weakened state, Darren tread carefully. Kalaziel was a dangerous foe and a force to be reckoned with, but Darren wasn’t the same scared boy he was when Kalaziel’s machinations first found him. Nor the man he’d fought in Salsroth. Nor even the leader he’d been when they fought earlier that very day on the Fifth Layer.

      Now Darren was the Paragon of Humanity and had grown in strength, wisdom, and resolve. At the final step of his journey, he had bridged the gap between him and the strongest of the Prime Saints.

      Kalaziel’s face contorted with rage, and he launched himself from the Heavenly Throne. Their battle began anew, but Darren was a little faster this time.

      Their flurry of motion threw the palace into chaos. Tapestries lining the wall that depicted long-dead heroes from forgotten legends were torn asunder.

      The battle intensified as Darren and Kalaziel unleashed their full abilities. Swords clashed, fire scoured the throne room, and the earth trembled around them. A building on any of the lower levels of the Seven Heavens would have been torn apart, but the Lord of Light’s palace was as sturdy as any building could come.

      Kalaziel plucked an unfamiliar item from his belt, and it widened into a divine spear made of light as long as he was tall. He hurled it at Darren, who caught it and spun to toss it back, only to have it explode in his hands when Kalaziel snapped his fingers from afar.

      “Ha! I’ve been fighting since before you were a twinkle in your grandfather’s eye, boy.” Kalaziel spat as he prepared another spear of light. “You think you can beat me just because you’re a little stronger and a little faster now?”

      Kalaziel hurled another spear of light, but this time, Darren was ready. He caught it with Manifest Will, deflecting it to the ground before him to throw up a cloud of dust. Darren used the explosion to close the distance between him and Kalaziel.

      The Prime Saint’s battle instincts were no less honed than Darren’s were though, and when Darren arrived, Kalaziel was aiming another spear right where Darren appeared.

      They played a game of cat and mouse, with Darren weaving between Kalaziel’s incoming attacks just out of sight. The chorus of steel and divine power clashing repeatedly echoed through the empty palace. Darren moved with the grace of water flowing over the rocky ground, anticipating Kalaziel’s every move. But, despite his wounds, Kalaziel fought on, undeterred.

      Between two warriors of incredible skill, their battle became one of attrition. Neither made so much as a single mistake, and every dodged attack was evaded by nothing more than a hair. The only blows Darren landed were ones of compromise. In these attacks, Kalaziel would take a thin cut along his cheek so he could deal a similar blow to Darren’s wrist.

      Those small cuts added up, and despite Darren’s incredible regeneration, his wounds rapidly accumulated. Red blood oozed down the tattered remains of his Shapeshifter’s Mantle. The mythic helmet he’d gotten off Commander Thorn was nothing more than scrap metal now.

      Kalaziel shrugged and tossed the last of his armor aside, relying only on his Radiant Armor skill to protect him now. Golden light formed the outlines of plate mail over his battle-scarred chest. Golden blood dripped from his wounds as he panted.

      He snarled at Darren, his expression a mixture of fury and desperation. “Don’t underestimate me, mortal! I am the strongest Prime Saint, and I will not be defeated by a human!”

      Their dance of death continued, and the air shimmered with the intensity of their divine energies. Eventually, an opening appeared that Kalaziel had been waiting for. Kalaziel’s Sword of the Setting Sun graced Darren’s shoulder, leaving a deep and painful gash. Blood seeped from the wound and would not stop despite Darren’s regeneration. He gritted his teeth despite the pain and focused.

      “A few more like that, and you’ll be finished. So, you think you can defeat me?” Kalaziel grinned. “Think again! As soon as I drive you from the heavens, I’ll reclaim everything you and your toy Genius Loci have stolen from me! Then I’ll go to the mortal world and hunt down all your followers and spare bodies.”

      “Look to yourself before you celebrate,” Darren said as he ignored the cut on his shoulder.

      Darren may have taken a heavy wound, but the blow he’d dealt Kalaziel in exchange was far worse. Inevitability clipped straight through the left side of Kalaziel’s chest.

      Kalaziel stared at the wound and chuckled. “Aye, I’m wounded as well. The next exchange will finish things.”

      Both were exhausted and wounded. Darren had never used so much Divine Aura at once before. Not even in his earlier fight against Kalaziel. Even his prodigious reserves had taken a substantial loss.

      “Agreed.” Darren gripped his sword tighter, preparing his magical senses for what he suspected was coming next.

      “But there’s one thing you failed to account for!” Kalaziel laughed, cackling madly. “Divine Restoration!”

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      Divine Restoration (Legendary)

      
        	Renews the user to peak health, removing all fatigue and damage. Sheds all afflictions and can restore the user from death upon being killed. Usable once per day.

      

      

      This was the moment Darren had been preparing for. When Kalaziel thought he had won. This ability would heal Kalaziel’s wounds and restore his reserves of Divine Aura.

      Divine Aura flowed out of Kalaziel in great heaving waves, swirling around and through his body as every part of him grew brighter and stronger. Within moments, he’d be as healthy and whole as he’d been before their first fight that morning.

      But little did Kalaziel know, Darren had also been waiting for this moment.

      “Nullification,” Darren said, using his own legendary skill. The one he’d picked precisely for this final battle.

      The building Divine Aura within Kalaziel’s body faltered and shattered. His eyes widened as his ability failed for the first time in his life. This legendary life-saving ability, which had likely saved him countless times, failed him when he needed it most.

      “What?!” He let out one confused gasp, and then Darren buried his sword straight through the seraph’s heart.

      Kalaziel’s eyes locked on Darren’s, fingers growing cold as he clutched at Darren’s cheek. The focus left his eyes, and the life within him faded away. The golden glow from his wounds grew brighter, and his body collapsed in on itself like a balloon struck by a needle.

      A fountain of golden sparkling light shot out in all directions. All the Divine Aura that had once made up the Prime Saint of Valor dispersed in all directions. Kalaziel fled with all haste, and the power that once made him up would reconstitute whatever it could of him someday.

      Or that was what would have happened, but as the energy passed through Melancholy, it swirled in strange and mysterious ways. Darren felt Melancholy's powers activate, twisting what essence was left of Kalaziel to reveal his true nature, which had been hidden within the deepest crevasse of his soul all along.

      A dark laugh echoed out from the shadows all around him. The palace turned darker, and the billowing clouds of Divine Aura turned into a grim, dark mass. Bit by bit, all the power that had been Kalaziel transformed into Demonic Aura. A mass of miasma, denser than anything Darren had ever seen, swirled through the room right where Kalaziel had been struck down.

      And from those shadows, a dark and twisted figure emerged, born anew through Melancholy's power.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Melancholy's ties to its wielder and creator allow it to ignite the sins within its enemy's souls, increasing damage based on the degree of the souls' negative alignment. When activated to its fullest power, Melancholy ignites an enemy's soul with the weight of their sins, revealing their true nature.

        	Those slain after revealing their true nature will have their existence burned out and erased from reality, removing all traces that they ever existed for those beneath the Fourth Order.

      

      

      "You fool..." Kalaziel chuckled, voice darker and more sinister than ever before. "My wounds are healed. Through the power of your own sword, I have been reborn! Yes... I feel new power coursing through me, I am the Prime Saint of Valor no more!"

      Darren knew that Kalaziel spoke true. He had indeed shed his former form as a Prime Saint through Melancholy's power. His sword could transform his most heinous foes into demons after their defeat.

      Once, Darren had wondered what the point of such a power was. Instead of having to defeat a foe once, he would have to do so twice. In the hands of any but him, Melancholy's powers would be a curse. But in his hands, it would let him end things once and for all.

      "I am now the Prime Sin of Pride!" Kalaziel's dark chuckle told Darren all he needed to know about what Kalaziel thought of his new aspect. The way the air thrummed with his new Demonic Aura showed that this aspect matched Kalaziel even better than Valor ever had. "I am more powerful than ever before!"

      Darren gripped Melancholy tightly and smiled as he shook his head.

      "No, Kalaziel. I am not the fool here."

      Harbinger of the Apocalypse activated—one of Darren's oldest skills, now upgraded to Legendary. Through its power, he gained a thousandfold increase in damage against all demons.

      Kalaziel didn't even last a single strike.

      One moment, the cackling shape of the newly formed Prime Sin laughed in exaltation as he prepared to test his new powers.

      The next moment, there was nothing left of him but ashes.

      Everything that had once made up Kalaziel was consumed in a blast of blinding golden light, and Melancholy severed Kalaziel from life, fate, and memory all at once.

      With his destruction, Kalaziel's dark deeds were unraveled, like a string plucked from the tapestry of fate. The deaths he caused, the sorrow he wrought, and the chaos he sewed was gone. For those beneath the Fourth Order, it was like it had never happened. Such was Melancholy's true purpose.

      He understood his sword now. Once upon a time he'd given it a name so that it could carry his regrets. Now it took those regrets, not just from him, but from the entire world.

      He would see the effects of his sword when he returned to the Sacred Seas. But for now, Melancholy clattered to the ground as Darren purified what little Demonic Aura was left of Kalaziel, wiping the last traces of him from existence.

      “It’s... done.” Darren fell to his knees as his strength left him. He clutched his wounds for a moment, breathing shakily. Eventually, he gathered himself and reached into his Realmvault. He poured Fountain of Youth water on the wound, but the Sword of the Setting Sun dealt wounds that ordinary means could not heal. He would have to ask Laura or the Omniscient Codex if he wanted to fix his shoulder.

      He patched over things with Manifest Will. Though the wound still lay beneath, his efforts would keep him from bleeding and let him use his arm for enough strength for daily tasks. Under ordinary circumstances, he’d be worried about not being at full power for a while, but today that finally no longer mattered.

      Kalaziel was dead. The Sacred Seas were safe. His growing family was safe. He could put away his swords for a while, and no one would force him to draw them again. He chuckled, unsure what he was going to do with himself now. At least until Ashe manifested her body to join in his celebration. The sight of one of his lovers gave him a very good idea of how he would spend his time from now on.
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      “Can you blame me for wanting to celebrate?” Ashe asked, a twinkle of mischievousness in her voice. “I’m excited! You’re excited, too right?”

      “I’m sore,” Darren laughed. “But beneath that, yes. I’m excited.”

      “Yay. So?” Ashe wrung her hands together. “Don’t you want to... you know? Do it on the empty throne?”

      Darren raised an eyebrow. “That sounds like the kind of thing Morgana or Cassandra would suggest.”

      Ashe blushed and pointed to her ear. “They’re all talking to me right now. You don’t think they’d be able to sit patiently as they waited for your return, right? They knew they couldn’t burden you with the distraction, so they asked me to use Cassandra’s Psychic Link. They wanted a blow-by-blow recounting of the battle. I’ve been passing everything that happened through Cassandra. They already know you won.”

      Darren nodded in understanding. “And now they are telling you how to celebrate.”

      “Morgana is the one who wants you to bend me over the throne.” Ashe blushed.

      Darren chuckled. He was wondering why Ashe had chosen to appear before him naked. He appreciated the sight, but he thought he’d appreciate the sight more a little later. After all, he had a promise to keep.

      “I want to find something first. Follow me.” Darren and Ashe rummaged around the palace, looking all the while for what Kalaziel had stolen.

      It was weaker than he remembered and half-drained of power. But thanks to his ability to sense the lingering Demonic Aura within it, he eventually tracked it down in a back room far from the throne room.

      “My... my heart!” Ashe said, staring at the still-beating mass of demonic flesh. “Wow. Why does it look gross?”

      Darren chuckled. “I will purify it, and then we will use it to rebuild your body.”

      Darren focused his energy, allowing the Divine Aura to flow through him. He reached out and gently touched the pulsating mass. The dark, twisted flesh seemed to shudder under his touch, and gradually, the Demonic Aura dissipated.

      As the purification continued, the heart began glowing with a soft, golden light. It returned to a healthier and more natural human appearance, only with veins of gold flowing through it instead of the red of human blood.

      Darren’s purification ability soon converted all the remaining Demonic Aura within Ashe’s heart to the Divine Aspect. The pulsing mass of corrupted flesh became a much-brighter pulsing mass of golden flesh that emanated Divine Aura.

      “It still looks gross.” Ashe pouted. “Do I really have to put that thing inside me?”

      “Yes, we all have one.”

      Before obtaining Soul Maker, Darren wouldn’t have dared to perform this operation without Laura. But after obtaining all his new skills, especially Soul Maker, what once had strained his mind to comprehend was now as effortless as slaying a horde of angry demons.

      Darren poured new Divine Aura into the heart. Kalaziel had been using it as a battery to generate Demonic Aura. From the looks of the workshop around him, the Demonic Aura had been a necessary ingredient in his shiny metallic eggs that sucked the souls out of seraphim and human like.

      Due to heavy use, most of the energy within the heart was gone and only slowly restored by what little life was left within the heart. But now that it had been purified to the Divine Aspect, Darren could simply pour more of his own power into it to replenish the heart’s energy reserves.

      Finally, the process was complete. Darren swept one of the chaotic workbenches clean and laid Melancholy on top of it. Then, he had Ashe hop up beside his sword.

      “Hold very still,” Darren said as he pushed his palm through the projection of the body she’d created. He held her heart in his hands and pushed, shoving it through the illusion of flesh she’d created and laying her heart where it should be.

      “This tickles,” Ashe said, wriggling in place as sweat beaded on Darren’s brow. He used Manifest Will to make a few extra hands for himself. He began the arduous process of transferring the connection points he and Laura had made so long ago over from inside of Melancholy to Ashe’s new body.

      He nudged the heart, urging it to heal. It did so, especially when he sprinkled some Fountain of Youth water on it and poured in some extra Divine Aura. On a hunch, he even gave it a droplet of his own blood.

      Something about being the Paragon of Humanity made his flesh more than flesh. As he examined Ashe’s regrowing form, she became more blood-and-flesh-like than most other seraphim he knew. He wasn’t certain, but he suspected his blood might be the key to reversing the process by which human souls became seraphim.

      In other words, given time to study the process, he might even be able to turn Ashe from a seraph into a human if he so chose. Perhaps it would help them reach beyond the Seventh Order one day, like his father predicted. Or perhaps it would help him have children with Ashe and Asuriel if that was what they wanted.

      But regardless of the possibilities, Darren wouldn’t experiment too much with Ashe. They were building her future, so he wanted to stick with something tried and true rather than experiment with the very essence of her being. So he stuck to pushing her body into the shape of a seraph, though her blood did have a tiny pinkish hue to it. Like that one drop of his own blood was still in there, awaiting its moment to awaken.

      The rest of the process went so smoothly not even Ashe herself noticed when it was done.

      “Did it work?” she asked. “Am... am I alive?”

      “You were alive before. Now, more so,” Darren replied.

      “Yay! Uh... how do we know for sure?” Ashe asked.

      Darren tapped his chin. “Can you still talk to Cassandra and the others? Maybe they have a suggestion.” And Darren had a good idea of what it would be.

      Soon, Darren was testing the full capabilities of Ashe’s new body... right in the throne room of the highest halls of the Seven Heavens.

      Taking the Prime Saint of Purity here, of all places, was an exhilarating experience, and he found himself more eager to try than he expected. The strain he’d felt ever since he learned Kalaziel’s name from Archpaladin Gaimon was gone. In its place was a new wonder at the world around him and a desire to form new bonds with other people. And to renew those he already had.

      “Cassandra wants me to beg you to fuck me!” Ashe repeated, speaking through their bond. “Oh. I was only supposed to say the last part out loud.”

      Darren chuckled. “Tell Cassandra you don’t need instructions.”

      He slipped inside, and the way Ashe moaned seemed distinctly Cassandra-like. He suspected Cassandra had figured out a way to sit in the backseat of his other companions’ minds when her Psychic Link was active. He was wondering why she had suddenly started acting less needy than usual. She’d discovered a way to get what she wanted all the time.

      Ashe let out a few sharp and quick moans. While she did so, Darren’s hands and Divine Aura roamed her body. He’d only been joking about testing her new body this way, but the combination of physiological responses she was experiencing now proved remarkably effective.

      There were a few points where he hadn’t quite aligned the connections between her soul and the body they’d grown around it. The intimate connection they shared during the peak of sex was the ideal medium to repair those connections and tune them to perfection.

      Or at least, that’s what Darren told himself as he plunged his full length into Ashe and climaxed deep inside of her freshly made womanhood.

      “Well, does my new body work or not?” Ashe batted her eyelashes at Darren.

      “It works.” Darren flipped her around in his arms and re-positioned her. “But we should test you again, just to be sure.”

      “Yes, you’re right! Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha all agree!”

      It ended up taking several more tests to satisfy both Darren and Ashe. And several more tests to satisfy Darren’s other lovers sitting in camp back on the Fifth Layer.

      “Morgana wants to know if she’s corrupted you yet,” Ashe asked.

      Darren chuckled and slapped Ashe’s bare ass.

      “Not yet. But tell her I have confirmed you are alive.”
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        * * *

      

      They cleaned up soon after. Darren noticed Ashe with a frown as she glanced down at her naked body. He tossed her a wet towel from his Realmvault.

      “Oh... I guess I have to clean myself up the hard way now.” Ashe pouted. “Back when I was just energy, I just made myself a new body. And new clothes, too.”

      Darren chuckled. “Asuriel is about your size. I have plenty of spares for her. Here.”

      He helped Ashe get dressed. As a demon, she hadn’t worn any clothes at all. Of course, she had that chitinous armor covering most of her body, so there was no need to. But now that she was in a much more humanoid form and would be walking around as such, there was a need for greater modesty.

      There was one more room Darren wanted to explore in the Lord of Light’s palace. His father’s palace, if what he’d heard from Kalaziel and Laura was correct. He didn't remember more than a shadow of the man from his early childhood, since he was killed too soon for Darren to remember.

      He’d been a powerful presence while he’d lived. But he’d been stripped away too soon for Darren to even remember his face. He found the Fragment of a Dead Sovereign among Kalaziel’s things. He’d used it when he nearly defeated Darren in their last engagement. The aura was unmistakable. It came from a being of tremendous power and the Divine alignment. Undoubtedly, it could be none other than the former Lord of Light, Darren’s father.

      It took the form of a glowing spark that never went dull. It looked so tiny, and yet it held the vestige of such power. Kalaziel had trapped it in a little vial and let it rest between his wrist and the Heavenly Throne. From how he sat, Kalaziel had been using the spark to lay claim to the Heavenly Throne, which would not have accepted him otherwise.

      Darren stared at the glowing spark of light, feeling little connection to it. He pondered the possibilities for a moment but decided not to use his Resurrection skill on it yet. He didn’t think it would even work on a Seventh-Order being, and certainly not while he was exhausted and wounded. Moreover, he wasn’t even sure if he could resurrect Horon in his current state.

      He picked the vial up and pulled it off the empty throne before placing it in his Realmvault. When he did so, both he and Ashe spotted something.

      “Hey, doesn’t that little depression look a lot like your sigil?” Ashe asked as she pointed to a hollow alcove in the arm of the Heavenly Throne.

      Darren frowned, running his fingers across the small decorative depression on the right arm of the Throne. It did indeed look a lot like his sigil. A sunburst circle with a hollow center. His mother told him this sigil had once belonged to his father. To find something so similar here where he’d once lived was no coincidence.

      Reluctantly, Darren pulled the sigil off from around his neck. After wearing the pendant for so long, it felt odd to be without it, though his control over Divine Aura had reached such a point he could probably still send and receive quests even if he no longer had a sigil to process the information for him.

      Ashe’s eyes burned with curiosity, and he realized so did his own. He pressed the face of his sigil against the depression, and the symbols matched perfectly. A slight click echoed out through the empty and battle-worn chamber. Darren recognized it immediately. It was a lock coming loose.

      The Dungeon Queen wrapped around Darren’s brow spoke up. [Did I just hear a secret passageway open up?]

      Darren smiled. “I think you did.”

      They followed the noise to a spot behind and to the Throne’s right. It was a small and unremarkable patch of wall. It had previously been covered by a tapestry, but one of Kalaziel or Darren’s attacks must have cut it in half because the ancient tapestries lay in two pieces on the floor.

      Darren rapped on the door a few times and was about to take out his universal key when the Dungeon Queen figured out how to open it.

      [You need your sigil again! See that spot? Your sigil forms the knob.]

      Darren did as she instructed, and the hidden door swung open to reveal a stairway leading up. The concentration of Divine Aura doubled, and Ashe let out a short gasp.

      “Darren! Darren! I recognize these stairs! This staircase leads to the Seventh Layer! I knew it was somewhere in the palace, but the entrance moves around a lot.”

      “Interesting.” Darren was intrigued to find the Seventh Layer of the Heavens. He couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed, though. He’d hoped to learn more about his father, not find some empty old room.

      He swung open the heavy wooden doors at the top of the stairs, surprised to find that they did indeed feel heavy, even to him. In this place, so heavily steeped in Divine Aura, everything had a profound sense of ancient strength to it. This door had been steeped in aura for thousands of years, and now it was so sturdy no ordinary man could ever hope to budge it, even if it wasn’t locked.

      But what lay on the other side of the staircase was far different from the simple meditation and spa chamber Laura had built in the Seventh Layer of the Seven Hells. The dimly lit room was filled with ancient tomes, scrolls, and peculiar arcane devices. Many of them reminded him of the things Laura kept in her workshop, though somehow the Lord of Light’s tools and instruments looked sleeker and newer.

      The computers were thin sheets of glass rather than the bulky, broad things Laura used. Looking back, it felt like Laura had cobbled her collection together from spare parts in comparison.

      He was able to identify a few of the odd devices around him thanks to his time with Laura, though most were beyond him. But one thing caught his eye. It was a small, leatherbound book. The pages had long since turned yellow, and it looked like it had been bound and rebounded several times.

      It carried an ancient air like it was far older than the rest of the room. It was imbued with even more Divine Aura than the door. And yet it still looked so worn...

      Darren picked the book up. It felt heavy in his hand, and if it were brought into the mortal world, it would likely make a crater wherever he set it down. He flipped the leatherbound cover open to its first page. It listed the word ‘Journal’ and then a name. Jonathan Wells.

      The presence of this book here in the Seven Layer of the Heavens meant that it had to have belonged to the Lord of Light. It felt odd to learn his father’s real name now, after all this time.

      It was an odd-sounding name to be sure, but some truly ancient books featured people of similar-sounding names. Interest piqued, Darren flipped to the next page and read.

      I’m starting this journal partially for my scientific notes and partially as a record of my perspective of events. After last week’s discovery, I’m certain we’ve stumbled upon the discovery of the century! History books will be written about this day, and I’m fortunate enough to be part of the team who made it. Thank you all, and may humanity prosper across countless new worlds for generations to come! The lands beyond Earth await us!

      The Lord of Light must have written that segment before he became a seraph. And ‘Earth,’ in this context, seemed to refer not to dirt and stone, but rather to a realm far distant from the Sacred Seas. Darren skipped a few dozen pages and jumped to a later date.

      Day 364.

      It’s hard to believe it’s nearly been a year since this project began. Our efforts to stabilize the wormhole have finally proven successful. We’ve sent an unmanned drone through to discover a chaotic, frozen world. Unlike our first attempts, the place is entirely unsuitable for human life, but it was a stable physical plane. In other news, Cathy and I are finally getting married! I don’t know how we’re going to plan the wedding around all this crazy stuff going on at work, but we’ll manage.

      Darren skipped more pages, jumping ahead again. Ashe was peering over his shoulder, but as she read the text along with him, she turned away.

      “It seems like that isn’t for me to read.” Ashe averted her gaze.

      The Dungeon Queen, on the other hand, had no such compunctions. [Hurry up and flip the page. I’m finished reading. I love the growing romantic tension. It’s just starting to get good!]

      Day 625.

      I’m back from our honeymoon, and the guys found something amazing while I was away. So we’re sending our first manned mission to the habitable world we found! There’s plant and animal life everywhere! All data indicates that the area should be fully habitable by humans. And what a sight it is to see! Open natural wilderness everywhere! The bulk of the expedition will be military, but I will be going on the science crew.

      Day 630.

      We’re finally here! Boy, is this place breathtaking. The air is crisp and clean, the flora and fauna are unlike anything I’ve ever seen on Earth, and the night sky is so clear and full of stars. Of course, the gravity is lower than on Earth, but not by much. All and all, I’m considering moving here myself when colonization efforts are finally underway. The only problem so far is a few rumors of seeing ghosts flickering through the forest at night. I shouldn’t hold a bit of superstition against the soldiers though. After all, we just walked through a wormhole and arrived on an alien planet in another dimension.

      And just as magical as this new world, Cathy got a message through to me. She’s pregnant. I’m going to be a father!

      Day 635.

      The soldiers encountered a group of large, quadruped creatures with thick armored hides. They were incredibly tough to take down and didn’t die until the soldiers broke out the armor-penetrating rounds. Their hides could be utilized as ballistic armor, and some soldiers have been discussing doing just that. We’ve noticed a lot of flora and fauna are exceptionally durable. This is going to revolutionize the entirety of the material sciences!

      Day 642.

      We’ve discovered the reason for the abnormally tough creatures here. Some energy field interacts with consciousness and living things in this dimension. We think the rules of quantum mechanics are looser in this dimension than they are back home. The observer effect has been enhanced to the point that it can manifest changes at the macroscopic level. We’ve started practicing mindfulness meditation to keep our thoughts positive and mitigate any unwanted effects. I’ve actually started to enjoy the practice. Not all the effects are negative, either. I’ve focused on my aching wrist. I used to get chronic pain there, but it’s gone. I’m unsure if it’s because of reality manipulation on the quantum level or because I haven’t spent as much time at a keyboard lately.

      Day 670.

      While collecting river samples, we ran into a dangerous serpentine beast the size of a bus with razor-sharp teeth. The troops have taken to calling it a dragon. It took several direct hits from a shoulder-mounted rocket to bring it down. The local wildlife is far more dangerous than we initially assumed. Mission command is sending in armored vehicles and, eventually, a few tanks.

      Day 700.

      It’s been over two years since the wormhole project began, and our findings continue to amaze us. This world is very like our own, and the more I study it, the more different it seems. I’ve gained new abilities that wouldn’t have been possible had I stayed on Earth. For example, I can levitate my pen in my palm with nothing more than my thoughts. I’m chalking it up to meditation allowing me to focus my thoughts to manipulate quantum interactions around my pen. It feels almost like a cloud of tiny specks of light. The others know what I’m talking about. We’ve taken to calling it aura.

      Day 800.

      Cathy is getting closer to the end of her pregnancy. I feel bad I’m not at home for her. I asked when I could get slotted for a return trip to Earth. I’ve been delayed three times already, and it’s starting to get frustrating. I’m busy trying to learn more about the strange interactions between this world’s quantum mechanics and consciousness.

      Day 850.

      It’s a girl! I’m going to have a healthy daughter. Cathy and I are brainstorming some names. In other news, I found out why I keep getting rejected. Nobody has been able to return to Earth in weeks. Supposedly, the wormhole has grown unstable on our end, and nobody can go through. Fortunately, people from the other side can still come through. Cathy and I talked on the phone. She will stay on Earth with the baby for the first few months, then both of them will meet me on this side. It isn’t ideal, but it’s our only option.

      There were hundreds of more pages to read, and Darren flipped through them quickly, skipping ahead. Eventually, he noticed the small straight lines shifted into something more like the quills Darren was familiar with. He found the page right before the change occurred, wondering if it was significant.

      Day 1252.

      We’re no closer to understanding why the wormhole is destabilizing on our end and have had to start using local materials. My last ballpoint pen died, and I made ink out of local berries and a feather. Back home, our newborn has had complications and needs medical treatment back on Earth. My frustration is building. I need to return home. The scientists maintaining the wormhole are clueless. I’ve been reading their notes and will start making suggestions.

      Day 1342.

      I’ve taken over our side of the wormhole project. After many sleepless nights, I finally know why our connection is destabilizing. Our dimensions are drifting apart. The link to Earth was always temporary, and now it is fading and won’t be repeatable. If I don’t find a solution soon, Cathy and the baby might be lost to me forever.

      Darren flipped through hundreds of pages more.

      Day 2313.

      It’s been two and a half years, and the care packages from Earth have gotten more sporadic. We even received a few packages with unintelligible symbols on them. We suspect they didn’t come from our Earth. The others have given up hope and are trying to preserve as much knowledge as possible by building a library near the iron mines we set up. They’ve outfitted the structure with a large language model to curate the digital knowledge we don’t have the paper to transcribe. They’re calling it the Omniscient Codex. It looks like I’m the only one still working on wormhole stabilization. The rest of them have moved on to other projects. I can’t blame them, but at the same time, I can’t give up on Cathy and the baby.

      Darren looked over the pages as the scribbles became increasingly manic. Lab notes interspersed with the journal entries. There were long calculations Darren knew he had no chance of understanding, but one experiment in particular caught his interest.

      Day 18,305.

      I’ve tried to split aura into its ordered and chaotic aspects. If I can create an environment strictly with an ordered aura containing stable, positive thoughts, I should be able to reopen the wormhole and not experience disturbances.

      Day 19,001.

      The experiment was a failure. Worse, separating the aura into two distinct parts seems to have caused some unexpected reactions. Hostile supernatural entities appeared after the death of a local colonist. With red skin, horns, and sharp teeth, people have started to call them demons. They’re both dangerous and highly aggressive.

      Day 21,302.

      It’s been nearly sixty years, but I don’t feel any older from when I began. I think my self-image has imposed itself on the quantum realm to the point that it resists cellular degradation due to time.

      Day 33,093.

      Eureka! I’ve finally opened a new wormhole. I had to build a new particle accelerator from the ground up, but it works. It’s not the world I’m looking for, but we’re that much closer...

      Day 70,954.

      I finally found a way back to Earth. It’s been two hundred years since my departure, and the world is unrecognizable. Cathy and the baby are long dead, but I haven’t lost hope. My Earth isn’t the only one out there. In the great span of infinity, there must be a world like the one I left. The only problem is I’m not powerful enough to find it. We’ve constructed an order system for classifying users of aura and the local power system. There seem to be a few natural thresholds that produce a spike in power. I’m currently considered a Fourth-Order. But to do what I need to, my numbers say I need to be at the Seventh Order at least. It seems I have a lot of work to do. I haven’t given up on you, Cathy. Not on our baby, either. Papa’s coming home, no matter what.

      Flipping through the pages, Darren saw thousands of years’ worth of journal transcripts, each of them detailing the Lord of Light’s rise to ever greater levels of power. That would be the most valuable part of the journal to anyone else, but Darren found himself skipping past those pages. He wanted to get to the end.

      Day 800,024.

      The Seventh Order was not enough to make the journey I wanted to make. I can’t truly search the endless sea of infinite possibilities, as I am to look for the world where Cathy and our baby still live. I need to reach the Eighth Order. Only now, after all these years, do I realize my mistake. A self-perpetuating energy being like my current form cannot grow past the Seventh Order. I can fill myself with all the Divine Aura in the world, and it will amount to nothing more than a minor boost to my current power. I have conferred with the Omniscient Codex, and there is only one way to proceed. I must become human again.

      I’ve secured an appropriate vessel, an unborn child whose soul never manifested properly and is doomed to die. I will let go of the bulk of my power and leave it here in the heavens. My true body will enter deep meditation while my consciousness is born anew within a human body.

      I’ve entrusted Kalaziel with watching over the Heavens while I am busy with my research. He takes protecting the Sacred Seas very seriously and has been a bit of a tattle tale since he was young. If anything bad happens while I’m distracted, I’m sure he’ll be the first to activate my contingency measures.

      As for my reincarnation, I think I’ll aim for humble origins. Guarding people seems like a noble calling, so I’ve picked a family of paladins who’ve dedicated themselves to protecting the royal family of Whiteguard.

      They should have enough resources that I won’t lack for a sigil, but not so much that I become a target. All I have to do is grow up to protect a little princess named Ariel Heavengrace.

      I’m sure she’ll have plenty of bodyguards by the time we’re both grown, at which point I should have regained most of my memories and can slip away unnoticed. The Heavengrace’s are in for some political infighting in another twenty years that I don’t want to be part of, but I’ll have no reason to stick around that long.

      I just have to make sure I remember my goal and don’t get too attached to my charge. I’m not worried about that though. How could I when I have Cathy and the baby waiting for me?

      The plan is as solid as I can make it, and I can’t see anything that might go wrong.

      There were no entries after that one, besides a note that it would be at least a hundred years before he returned to the Heavens. The Lord of Light expected to see this journal again in his next life after regaining his humanity. Only his plan had failed before he could regain even a fraction of his original power.

      Somewhere in that first battle for the fate of Whiteguard, Darren’s father had fallen. He must have gotten caught up in that early infighting when the Order of the Rod had just started taking over. Maybe he’d been there to see that Battle of Bridgefort Darren had heard so much about.

      The people who killed him might not have even known they’d just slain the Lord of Light himself. Through sheer chance, the fate of the Sacred Seas had been changed forever. And Darren’s fate along with it.

      He wasn’t sure what had happened exactly, but by the end, the Lord of Light was dead, and Kalaziel sought to take his place. Darren wasn’t sure whether something unexpected happened or whether Kalaziel betrayed the Lord of Light.

      He put the book away. He would read it again in more detail later if he dared. But, for now, he had someone else to see.
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      Ashe and Darren walked the rest of the small room, centered on a device that Darren now knew to be called a particle accelerator, which helped the Lord of Light manipulate the world on its most fundamental levels, beyond what even his Divine Ascendancy ability let him do.

      He stuffed it in his Realmvault. Who knew when it might be useful?

      After clearing out the valuables in the Lord of Light’s study, they departed the Seventh Layer of the Heavens and returned to the palace. There was someone else Darren wanted to see, and unlike Horon, he could restore her even in his weakened state. He just had to track down the right Prime Ophanim.

      Darren and Ashe left the palace behind, shutting the door to the Lord of Light’s study behind them. The lock clicked closed, and it was like the door had never been there.

      Walking past the Heavenly Throne, they were soon out in the garden again where the ophanim roamed. Darren’s eyes searched for the ophanim, who were still drifting through the grassy fields as they had been when he first arrived.

      “There it is.” Darren pointed as he traced the thin thread of Divine Aura that stretched between him and the ophanim his mother was trapped inside.

      “A Prime Ophanim...” Ashe shook her head and smiled sadly. “That happens to Prime Saints if they lose identity coherence. A few unpleasant experiences are all it takes to lose your sense of self. And... well... if that happens, this is where you go.”

      Darren grit his teeth, his heart beating faster than even when he confronted Kalaziel. He approached the celestial being, and its wheel-like form, adorned with countless eyes, seemed to follow his every move.

      Despite watching him, it drifted in a haphazard, drunken walk that looked like a thousand minds were pulling it in different directions. As Darren understood it, that wasn’t too far from the truth.

      “You won’t stay trapped here any longer,” Darren whispered to himself as he reached his hand toward the Prime Ophanim. Instead, he focused his thoughts on his mother.

      Reaching into the Prime Ophanim in search of a single soul was like reaching into a lake and expecting to pull out a specific water droplet. There was so much noise, and the hardest part wasn’t finding the soul but finding which one he was supposed to pull out.

      The Prime Ophanim shuddered violently, and the many eyes adorning its body flashed with something resembling anger. Darren felt its powers rise in opposition to his own. He was more than a match in terms of Divine Aura; his singular will held just as much force behind it as all those he faced.

      But the chaotic discontinuity of all those tens of thousands of voices shouting at him had a power of their own. He felt like he was being pummeled by hundreds of half-remembered abilities. His body caught flame, and the tattered remains of his clothes started burning away.

      “Uh, Darren! I think we have a problem!” Ashe said nervously.

      Darren closed his eyes as he focused and endured the storm of attacks. He remembered her voice. Her face. Her warm presence. He just had to focus and find it again.

      Darren...

      He heard something familiar. A call that reminded him of her. He scoured the ophanim’s collection of souls for its source. Still, it evaded him.

      “Darren! The other ophanim aren’t happy with whatever you’re doing!” Ashe said, a little louder this time. He could hear her firing off a few abilities of her own.

      He just needed a few more moments. Any second now, he would find it...

      Darren...

      Her voice drew closer in his mind, and he reached out. He knew roughly where it was, but didn’t have time to sort through them. Instead, he grabbed hold of all the souls within the ophanim surrounding his mothers and pulled.

      With a loud shudder, one ring of the Prime Ophanim shattered. Darren opened his eyes and immediately pulled the broken pieces into his Realmvault.

      Turning around, he saw Ashe throwing bolts of Divine Aura in all directions as a dozen more Prime Ophanim bore down on them from all directions. Divine Aura flowed freely from each, and the concentration of power in the air had increased to where it rivaled what they’d felt in the Seventh Layer of the Heavens.

      “Let’s go,” Darren said as the assault began.

      He pulled Melancholy into his hand from his Realmvault, and with one swing, used Dimensional Rift to cut a path back down to the Fifth Heaven. He wrapped an arm around Ashe’s waist and pulled her through after him.

      The tear in space closed a moment later, and the Prime Ophanim didn’t follow. They were free, and Darren was pretty sure he had his mother’s soul somewhere in his Realmvault.

      “We did it!” Ashe cheered. “Wow. Ophanim can get pretty creepy when they’re mad at you. Now I know why they always freak mortals out so much.”

      They spread their wings and soared down to the city entrance. Ashe guided him to the place Cassandra had claimed as Darren’s temporary residence upon his inevitable return.

      His lovers were waiting for him on his approach, and they ran to him one by one.

      “You’re back! Finally!” Cassandra wrapped her arms around his waist.

      “Hold still.” Morgana pulled back Darren’s shirt. “Cassandra and I had bets on how many scratches you’d take kicking Kalaziel’s ass!”

      “Now, now, let me and Cassandra tend to his wounds. Sit, dear husband.” Thalia grabbed Darren’s wrist and pulled him to a nearby couch. “Let us tend to you. The troops will want to see your strong face later tonight, so let us take care of you until then.”

      They all piled close to him. They’d already heard the story through Ashe, but now they wanted to hear it again directly from Darren.

      “I showed up. We fought, and I won,” Darren explained.

      “Lame! More details!” Asuriel complained.

      Darren pulled the crystal loop off his brow. “Dungeon Queen will explain it.”

      The Dungeon Queen was a much more detailed storyteller than even Ashe or Darren. With a bit of help, she could even display a few images of her memories of the fight. Meanwhile, Darren pulled the broken ring fragments out of his Realmvault and sorted through them.

      The shattered ring was shiny, like quicksilver. It seemed to flow in Darren’s hands, and it looked like it should fall apart and disperse into liquid at any moment. Yet it remained all the same.

      There were thousands of eyes on this ring alone, and all stared back at Darren. He saw the tiny flickering forms of human souls within each of those eyes. His mother was in one of them, but how would he find her?

      He sat a while, trying to listen. But removing the ring from the rest of the Prime Ophanim had broken something, and she could no longer give even the faintest response. This was going to be a long and tedious process.

      But then Darren had a thought. Why did Darren have to only resurrect his mother?

      Shortly after having that thought, an unfamiliar seraph appeared in the room, blinking in confusion as her body reformed after her soul spent who knew how long within a Prime Ophanim.

      “Huh, who, what?” the woman asked in bewildered confusion.

      “Ahh! Stranger danger!” Asuriel reached for the frying pan she’d been using to prepare dinner moments before.

      “It’s fine.” Darren waved Asuriel off. “I resurrected her.” He moved on to the next soul a moment later.

      Anywhere else, the sudden appearance of dozens of formerly dead people would have been strange, at the very least. But Darren’s companions were used to the many weird things that could happen around him, so they soon set up a system. Cassandra would explain what happened, Morgana and Sasha would dress them, Thalia would get them fed, and Ashe would lead them out into the rest of the city.

      Those who had been seraphim before joining the ophanim adapted quickly. The former humans found it tougher doing the same, but given time, they would adapt.

      The resurrections weren’t perfect. Human souls not at the Third Order or higher couldn’t manifest as a stable seraphim. Those souls that wouldn’t make it flickered as he tried to resurrect them, and if he pushed them too hard, they would turn into the wild beasts that roamed the lower levels of the Heavens.

      He held his breath and hoped his mother hadn’t fallen too far during her time as Prime Ophanim.

      Darren didn’t even realize when he finally found her. She was blinking in confusion, just like all the others, and he waved Cassandra over to explain things when he did a double take at her.

      The seraph turned, and he saw the bright-eyed face of a confused young woman. She reminded him more of Priestess Blossom or Sasha than of the warm and protecting figure he still remembered in his mind.

      What threw him off most was the fact that she was so small. His mother had loomed over his shoulder as a steady and protective presence in his memories. But the woman before him was more akin to the people Darren guarded.

      He’d been so young and frail when she died. In his memories, he was still that frightened boy. But here and now, he was the strongest paladin the Sacred Seas had ever known.

      He searched for his voice as the woman turned back to him. Finally, the confusion began clearing from her eyes.

      “J-Jonathan?” she asked curiously.

      Darren would have frowned in confusion if he hadn’t learned his father’s name so recently. Now he just smiled.

      “Not Jonathan. His son. And yours.” Ariel Heavengrace’s eyes and mouth both went wide as saucers.
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        * * *

      

      Darren’s mother’s memories were a mess, though it took some asking to figure out exactly what was wrong. She’d expended a lot of power while she was in that Prime Ophanim to influence the other spirits and send Darren his quests. As he’d feared, the efforts had cost her power.

      That would have meant a decrease in Divine Aura reserves for a human. But Ariel Heavengrace was a seraph now, which meant a decrease in order to reset her to an earlier stage of her life when she was only at the Third Order. The rest of her memories were locked away accordingly.

      It wasn’t quite the heartwarming reunion Darren had been hoping for. However, his Absolute Analysis skill told him those memories were still locked away inside of her, awaiting the day she returned to the Fourth Order. With the powers at Darren’s disposal, that day wouldn’t be too far away.

      He sent her back to Whiteguard. Finding the palace empty of the friends and family who seemed so recent in her memories would be a blow to her, but Darren gambled that the familiar scenery would set her at ease. The one good point of her memory loss was that she wouldn’t remember being betrayed and hunted down.

      “Your mother seems really sweet,” Cassandra said after talking with her. “I’m glad meeting her went much better for me than meeting my family went for you.”

      Darren chuckled. When Darren met Cassandra’s older brother, their dispute got Darren imprisoned. Eventually, Darren killed her brother just outside Limedeep. Cassandra hadn’t had the healthiest family life. Thankfully, her father let bygones be bygones, though Darren suspected being the emperor of the empire the Silvercross family had something to do with it.

      Resurrecting Horon went much smoother. The day after the last confrontation with Kalaziel, Darren’s skill was refreshed enough to perform the procedure. He brought the Prime Saint of Honor back to life using his head in Darren’s Realmvault.

      “Ow...” Horon rubbed his neck, which now had an oddly shaped scar where Kalaziel had torn his head clean off his body.

      “You’re alive,” Darren said, hurrying Horon through an abridged version of Cassandra’s speech for welcoming the deceased back into the world of the living. “You were dead, but now you’re better.”

      Thankfully, having seen Darren’s ability in action before, Horon was quick on the uptake and soon jumped to his feet.

      “Kalaziel!” Horon shouted as he reached for his sword.

      “Is dead,” Darren interrupted. “It’s over. We won.”

      Horon furrowed his brows. “Truly? You don’t have to hide the truth from me just because I was dead for a while. I can take it.”

      “I hide nothing from you. He’s dead, and our fight is over.”

      Horon sagged, and the arm reaching for his sword went slack. “Heavens beyond the Heavens... he’s really gone. I don’t know what to do with myself.”

      Darren nodded to the city outside. “The Protectors are holding a toast in honor of your life. You should join them.”

      Horon’s eyes widened. He cast Darren one last thankful glance. “I owe you once again!” Then he dove out the window to prove to his followers that he was alive again. Darren chuckled at their shocked expressions from afar. After all, Horon had put him through the same thing very recently.
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        * * *

      

      Healing his wounds dealt by the Sword of the Setting Sun proved rather difficult. Not even the Fountain of Youth could heal those cuts, and Darren wanted this body back at full functionality. Ultimately, he had to heal himself through some rather unconventional means. First, he forced his own soul out of his body, effectively killing himself. Then he used his Resurrection ability on himself to restore himself to life at full health.

      “That’s totally cheating,” the Dungeon Queen said when Darren successfully resurrected himself. “If this was a game I was running, I’d kick you out for that.”

      Darren could only smile. Healthy and whole once more, he spread his wings and prepared to leave the Seven Heavens. Most of his forces were retreating from the Heavens since Horon and the Protectors had security well in hand. Unfortunately, he’d nearly forgotten about the two captive Prime Saints in his Realmvault when he was leaving. If not for Horon wondering about their whereabouts, who knew how long they might have remained there. He handed both of them over to Horon’s custody.

      “Leaving the Heavens so soon?” Horon asked.

      “Callum offered to get drinks.”

      Horon’s eyes lit up. “That’s right! And I said I’d come too. Would it be rude of me to tag along?”

      Ordinarily, seeing the captain of the city guard in the tavern was cause enough for a ruckus. Seeing the king there with him, doubly so. But most mortals of the Sacred Seas never expected to see a Prime Saint pounding back tankard after tankard and celebrating at their side.

      “I regret promising that drinks would be on me,” Callum groaned as he saw Horon lifting an entire barrel, much to the crowd’s amusement.

      Darren clapped Callum on the shoulder. “Perhaps the king of Limedeep will give you a raise.”
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        * * *

      

      Descending to the surface was a peculiar experience. The world had changed thanks to Melancholy's power. Kalaziel was gone, and with him all traces of his legacy. While the change was not as apparent in the Heavens where powers at and above the Fourth Order were all over, things were different in the mortal world.

      Without Kalaziel's influence, countless millions of ordinary people had not sacrificed their souls on his behalf. The cities of Whiteguard were teeming with life as though that terrible plague had never struck them at all.

      Captain Emelia was extraordinarily confused to see so many people who'd been dead suddenly walk the streets as though nothing ever happened, and she approached Darren as though she feared she was going mad.

      "What happened? How are all these people alive?" she asked, pulling at her hair. Though Whiteguard was whole again, Darren's forces were still present in every city, and it seemed no one living was surprised at having a new king. To Captain Emelia and the few others at the Fourth Order who remembered the true order of events, it must have seemed as though they'd stepped into a new reality.

      But Darren was quick to reassure her and explain things in his usual manner.

      "It's okay. I fixed everything."

      His explanation unfortunately left her even more flabbergasted and confused than she'd been before, but Thalia eventually got the full story out of him and passed word along to the many Fourth-Order men and women in Darren's service who thought they'd gone mad. Darren had rewritten the past as though Kalaziel had never existed.

      The Blackwind Empire and Limedeep were just as heavily affected. Villages emptied to trade for Sinful Servants were restored to full health. Barren fields were suddenly teeming with crops. The children of Limedeep, slaughtered in that fateful invasion by Archpaladin Gaimon, now roamed the streets at play, a year older but none the worse for being dead for so long.

      Darren had given millions of people the lives they should have had.
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        * * *

      

      Months passed in the Sacred Seas, and things gradually returned to normal. But, new emperor or not, people had to resume their normal lives eventually.

      With no foes left worth fighting, much of the forces Darren had created to invade the Heavens and Hells disbanded to take on civilian duties. However, they kept their sigils and were ready to heed the call should another quest appear before them.

      Time passed far more swiftly for Darren than he’d thought possible. He wasn’t used to so much peace and tranquility, and the lack of a threat had him flying over the Sacred Seas more than once with an eye to the dangers lurking.

      He met with Laura again, bringing her all the chocolate her heart desired. She still wasn’t ready to leave her little cabin in the lowest level of the Seven Hells, but Darren figured he’d offer to give her a tour of the surface anyway. Perhaps someday he’d bring her up to the surface, and she’d see the world like he had that first time. It would be nice to share that moment with someone. He didn’t think anyone else would appreciate the sky overhead like he had, except for her.

      His mother was doing better by the day. While she didn't remember everything, she smiled at him more often than not, and she'd even told him a few stories from when he was a baby. She didn't remember those years they spent roaming the Seven Hells with only one another for company, but in his heart Darren secretly hoped those memories would stay distant and fuzzy forever.

      His mother seemed happier than he remembered, more innocent and full of joy. If he could, he would carry the burdens of that dark time on his own so she could remain the way she was now.

      Darren spent most of his days jumping between all his palaces and being seen in the various capitals of the Sacred Seas. By now, nearly everyone knew that there was a new king in town and that he’d united the entire Sacred Seas under one banner.

      It had never been Darren’s intention to become a conqueror. He’d just intended to draw Kalaziel out. But now that it was done, people seemed to like the peace and stability of all swearing loyalty to their all-powerful paladin of a ruler.

      Most of the day-to-day ruling was done with the help of his women. Thalia bore the largest share of administrative duties, but that was something she’d been born and raised for. Once Cassandra finally finished her pregnancy, she could lend a bit more help.

      Cassandra had worried about the pregnancy at first since she ended up carrying the baby far longer than seemed natural. She was two months overdue when she finally sensed their child ready to join the waking world. Darren stood by the side of the palace midwives with as much tension on his brows as when he’d gone to face Kalaziel that final time.

      “Lady Cassandra, I’m going to need you to push! It’s... oh, it’s done. My word, but I think that was the quickest birth I’ve ever attended.” The midwife laughed as the baby took his first breath. “Congratulations, Lady Cassandra, Your Majesty. You have a healthy son.”

      Darren held his son for the first time. He’d never pictured himself as a father, yet here he was. So was this how his father felt, once upon a time?

      The child stopped crying and opened his eyes for the first time, revealing two piercing orbs of blue like his own.

      “Let me see.” Cassandra held her hands, tired but excited.

      "Have you picked a name?" the midwife asked.

      "Leander," Cassandra replied. "It was Darren's grandfather's name. I'm sure the old kings of Whiteguard would be proud."

      Darren hadn't known his grandfather's name, but he was happy nonetheless.

      "Hello, Leander," Darren said. And in his heart, he promised to give his son the childhood he never had.
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        * * *

      

      Leander would have no shortage of motherly affection. Morgana, Asuriel, Ashe, Thalia, and Sasha took turns holding him and gently rocking him to sleep.

      “Here, kid. I have just the thing for you!” Morgana reached into her back pocket and withdrew a golden scepter. Darren remembered it from one of the demon lords they’d slain, only now the scepter had been cut short, and someone had stuffed the enchanted gold with something to make it rattle. Morgana tucked it between the baby’s chubby fingers, and he waved the golden scepter back and forth, giggling at the gentle rattle.

      They only stopped when they heard news of a gift from the Heavens. Ashe had come down from a council meeting the previous day and hinted that something was coming.

      Sure enough, when they opened the balcony window, they saw a massive statue of Darren in the city square, standing like it had been delivered months ago and only now had been noticed. Many of the populace gathered around it, looking on in just as much wonder.

      “They captured your jaw perfectly. Impressive." Sasha followed the line of Darren's chin with her finger as she compared it to the statue looming above the city.

      Cassandra playfully poked Darren's side and added, "They definitely got your good side. But with a subject of your size, they had plenty of room to work with."

      “Please express my gratitude to the Heavenly craftsmen.” Darren nodded at Ashe, who beamed back at him with a bright smile.

      The towering statue loomed over the city as though protecting all those within it. Darren's figure held Melancholy between his hands, resting point-first against the ground. The mighty blade was nearly as tall as he was. Even this stone replica emanated a hint of the legendary sword's immense power. Ashe, having spent time inside the sword itself, knew its shape all too well. Darren suspected she had been the one to share his likeness with the craftsmen.

      “We should add a plaque at the base of the statue.” Morgana grinned. “I vote for Darren Heavengrace, Slayer of Demons, Conqueror of the Heavens, and Destroyer of Bed Frames!”
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      My heart is filled with mixed emotions as I write this. This story began as a brief diversion from Spellheart, an opportunity for me to delve into third-person and multi-perspective writing, a facet I felt I didn't explore enough in Spellheart. Little did I know that this small writing exercise would take on a life of its own!

      Originally envisioned as a trilogy, this series evolved into four not-so-short novels. With each new chapter, the world became richer, and the characters took on lives of their own. However, I can't take full credit for this -- your enthusiasm for the series has been the driving force behind my persistent and dedicated work over the past two years.

      Like Darren deep in the depths of the Seven Hells, I feel a touch of melancholy that we've reached such a grand ending point. I wish I had more content planned, but this is what I originally envisioned as the series' conclusion. It wouldn't feel right to extend beyond this point unless an idea for a second arc that truly inspires me emerges.

      So, for now, the only promise I can make is that there will be a touch of Darren Heavengrace in all my future characters!

      Amazon Apocalypse, my next Harem Gamelit novel, is on its way. This time, it's for real! I know I delayed it by half a year last time, but now, I'm almost done with it. The concurrent writing of this novel and that one was what made the gap between books a bit longer than usual.

      I believe many fans of my current series will enjoy it. Amazon Apocalypse is a LitRPG Apocalypse novel that follows the adventures of Carter, a mage and scholar in a world transformed by the arrival of the Arcadia Multiverse and the System (along with Amazon warrior women).

      In closing, I want to extend my sincere gratitude for being part of this journey. Your passion for these characters and their adventures has been invaluable to me, and it's an experience I'll cherish for a lifetime. Here's to our next adventure!

      -Marvin

      

      Follow me on Amazon to be notified when it launches!
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      Alternatively, you can…

      Subscribe to my mailing list: https://tinyletter.com/MarvinWhiteknight

      Follow my page on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorMarvinKnight

      Join my Discord Server: https://discord.gg/8RzAHEAvup

      

      To read ahead of what I've published on Amazon, subscribe to me on Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/MarvinKnight

      

      I don't tweet often, but it's here for book announcements.

      Follow me on Twitter: https://twitter.com/Marvin_Knight69

      

      Also, I've been trying to get a Facebook group off the ground if any of you guys want to join! So far I've just been posting memes alone.

      www.facebook.com/groups/authormarvinknight/
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      Zeal of the Mind and Flesh (Spellheart Book 1)

      

      Follow Theo on his adventures across the Ten Thousand Worlds, complete with elves, cultivation, and limitless power!
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